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Introduction. 
Liberated Yet Controlled: The Problem of Women’s Laughter 


Hombres necios que acusäis 
a la mujer sin razón 

sin ver que sois la ocasiön 
de lo mismo que culpäis.' 


(Sor Juana Ines de la Cruz, 1648 - 1695) 


Ayoung woman-rider comes galloping across a stream. She is Isolde of the 
White Hands, daughter of the local ruler and new wife of Tristan, the famous 
hero who recently came to these places. Her horse’s misstep causes water to 
splash up the rider’s skirt. The lady laughs and cannot prevent herself from 
making a bitter, derisive remark about her husband, who a year into their 
marriage continues to fail in his spousal duties. Although clearly a victim of 
neglect who until now has been consistently portrayed as an innocent and misled 
virgin, the woman becomes much less likeable from this point on. Once her 
behavior is explained, even her brother sees her as damaged goods. Her laughter 
in this episode heralds her textual transformation or, more accurately, her ir- 
reparable decline. The next time the reader meets Isolde is in the role of her 
husband’s murderer; she is bitter, resentful, and vilified.” 

Another snapshot: At the court of King Arthur, the maiden Cunneware, who 
has been serious for years, suddenly bursts out laughing and is cruelly beaten for 
it by the royal seneschal in front of everybody. Even though the cruelty of the 
punishment provokes general indignation, no action is taken until much later 
when the work’s protagonist, Parzival, finally avenges the maiden. After the 
injustice has been rectified, Cunneware’s laughter is never mentioned again, 
even though now she should have real reason for cheer. In the same work, we also 
meet the stunning but unruly Orgeluse, desired by every man for her beauty. 
Unlike Cunneware, she laughs openly and freely, mercilessly humiliating her 
suitors until this medieval shrew finds a man who can tame her, thus restoring 
the order. Orgeluse is then miraculously transformed into the obedient and 
virtuous lady she was supposed to be from the very beginning. The trans- 


= 


“Foolish men are you who accuse the woman unjustly without realizing that you are the very 
cause of that for which you blame her.” All translations into English are my own unless 
specifically indicated. 

2 Fora detailed analysis of the depiction of the female protagonists in the Middle High German 
Tristan tradition, see Trokhimenko, “And All Her Power Forsook Her.” 
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formation is finalized once she surrenders her body to her conqueror in a scene 
that is striking for its suggestive erotic euphemisms.’ 

Finally, there is the beautiful Isolde of Ireland, who receives a wondrous 
present from her exiled lover Tristan, currently languishing in exile. This magic 
gift is a little dog that can make anybody laugh. Having experienced the en- 
chantment herself, Isolde breaks the magic bell on the dog’s collar and thus 
deprives herself of the chance to forget her heartbreak. In relishing her sorrow, 
Isolde does nothing short of publicly displaying her adulterous passion for 
Tristan. And yet, her insistence on living with this boundless grief deeply 
touches all sensitive readers, “the noble hearts” for whom this story was in- 
tended and who admire Isolde’s loyalty and, paradoxically, her virtue.’ 

These female characters and their plights have little in common except for two 
things: the first is the fact that all of them come from medieval German courtly 
tradition, and the second is the negative judgment, both explicit and oblique, 
that their laughter seems to spark. It would be highly simplistic, however, to treat 
the instances of such textual disapprobation as mere coincidences or twists and 
turns of plot, be this disapprobation diegetic (expressed by the actual characters 
in the tale) or non-diegetic (an unspoken prejudice transmitted by the narrator 
and meant to be deciphered and shared by the reading or listening audience 
outside the tale), since a similar attitude can be detected in numerous other 
medieval texts as well. The medieval German poet Hartmann von Aue, for ex- 
ample, wants to be absolutely sure that the audience listening to his courtly 
romance Erec would not misinterpret the heroine’s smile—even though she is 
using that smile purely to save her husband’s life.” In yet another popular 
thirteenth-century story, Die Heidin (The Heathen Queen), the redaction in 
which the female protagonist laughs also turns out to be the only version in 
which she appears as daring, powerful, and secure, challenging and even ma- 
nipulating the Christian man who wants to possess her.° And although die Heidin 
ultimately succumbs to male trickery (as do her counterparts in all other re- 
dactions of the story), this remains the only version of the work in which the 
man’s victory feels like a real, hard-won triumph over the unruly “woman-on- 
top.” 

Medieval German vernacular texts appear to be ill at ease with the laughter of 


3 Iam referring here to a very memorable description of Gawain and Orgeluse’s wedding in 
Wolfram von Eschenbach’s courtly romance Parzival. The sexual union of the two lovers is 
described with the help of not-so-veiled metaphors. See vv. 643,27 -644,1 in Wolfram von 
Eschenbach, Parzival. 

4 For a discussion of the Petitcrii-episode in Gottfried von Strassburg’s Tristan see Wright, 
“Petitcreiu”; and recently, Layher, “Sö siieze was der schellen klanc.” 

5 See a detailed discussion of this episode in chapter 3. 

6 Die Heidin (IV) Redaktion; Pfannmiiller, Die vier Redaktionen. 


Open-Access-Publikation im Sinne der CC-Lizenz BY-NC-ND 4.0 
© 2014, V& unipress GmbH, Gottingen 
ISBN Print: 9783847101192 - ISBN E-Lib: 9783737001199 


Introduction. Liberated Yet Controlled: The Problem of Women’s Laughter 15 


women. When it is open or boisterous, it is portrayed as disturbing and may be 
punished either literally (through physical or social repercussions, as in Cun- 
neware’s case) or obliquely (through character transformation, as demonstrated 
by Isolde of the White Hands and Orgeluse). Its more restrained forms, like 
smiling, require an explanation as well—a qualifier such as guotlich (“good, 
kind”)—lest they be perceived as seductive. Both in romance and in lyric, 
laughter often functions as a statement about the woman’s virtue, suggesting 
that the two may have been intricately connected in the medieval imagination. 
Unsurprisingly, courtly literature proves to be one of many forums for discus- 
sing this issue. The connection between laughter and female virtue is echoed 
throughout a variety of discourses. It is alluded to in religious texts and in the 
extensive body of contemporaneous didactic literature, including conduct and 
etiquette manuals. Explicit prohibitions, admonitions, or rules restricting 
women’s gaiety abound there. So do implicit repercussions, both literal and 
metaphorical, for those who are careless or, on the contrary, too bold to chal- 
lenge the regulations written by men. Of course, as Lisa Perfetti justly points out, 
medieval literature is also rich in works depicting their heroines laughing or 
joking.’ I would interpret this seeming inconsistency in a twofold way: first, as a 
sign that medieval society was not homogeneous, but rather a place of an intense 
debate on the subject of women’s laughter; and second, that, conspicuously, the 
texts Perfetti alludes to are much more representative of the Late Middle Ages 
and early modernity, which scholarship frequently treats as a period of un- 
bridled laughter." The high-medieval perspective appears to be more uncertain, 
full of contradictions and tensions. Laughter and smiling do play a prominent 
role in art, sculpture, and literature of this period; and yet, the French historian 
Jacques Le Goff accurately describes the prevalent approach to these human 
expressions as that of “liberation and control.” Indeed, as the medieval dis- 
courses show us, the element of control is ever present in the treatment of 
women’s behavior. Ultimately, even in the so-called pro-laughter texts courtly 
ladies are no freer to express themselves at will than their counterparts are in 
explicitly moralizing and giving stern didactic treatises and exempla. 

The treatment of women’s laughter in medieval literature raises a number of 
compelling questions about the social and cultural context out of which it arose, 
and about the relation between reality and fiction, ideology and misogyny. Was 
women’s laughter viewed differently compared to men’s, and why does it so 


7 Perfetti, Women and Laughter, 1. 

8 The first person to suggest this term was the Russian semiologist Mikhail Bakhtin in his 
seminal study Tvorchestvo Fransua Rable, translated into English by Helene Iswolsky as 
Rabelais and His World. Also see numerous studies by the French historian Jacques Le Goff, 
especially “Le rire au Moyen Age,” 12. 

9 “Libération et contröle du rire.” Le Goff, “Le rire au Moyen Age,” 12. 
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often go hand-in-hand with descriptions or at least allusions to the sexualized 
female body or female virtue? How can textual references be profitably under- 
stood in dialogue with the contemporaneous cultural, philosophical, and 
physiological discourses of femininity? What does women’s laughter say about 
the complex interaction between clerical and secular spheres of medieval soci- 
ety? How does this interaction shape the ideal of a virtuous, aristocratic woman? 
Finally, how does the awareness of the work performed by women’s laughter 
deepen our understanding of gender and class in the Middle Ages? 

Successful exploration of these issues requires clarity in terminology and 
methodology. The human interest in laughter—its physiology, purpose, and 
social value—is as old as mankind itself.” The approaches to studying it have 
varied and still vary greatly, based not only on discipline but also on the object of 
their investigation: (1) the audience’s response, meaning everything that falls 
under the categories of the risible, comedy, and humor;"' (2) the psychological 
causes of laughter and the feelings a laughing person experiences; or 
(3) laughter as a form of behavior, as a gesture, and its textual representation. 
The difference between these perspectives can be succinctly summarized with 
the help of Le Goffe’s binary: the “theory and practice of laughter” (“théorie et 
pratique du rire”). As Le Goff points out, “these are different things, and one of 
the great problems of this kind of research is already apparent: the problem of 
the heterogeneity of documents, of the issues, of concepts. One of the greatest 


10 See, for example, famous studies such as Baudelaire, “On the Essence of Laughter,” 147-165; 
Bergson, “Laughter,” 161-192; Plessner, Laughing and Crying; Freud, Jokes. Some import- 
ant modern studies of laughter include the series Studies in Humor and Gender, published by 
Gordon and Breach, especially Gail Finney’s collection Look Who’s Laughing. Also see 
Köhler, Differentes Lachen. On medieval and early-medieval humor and gender see Balza- 
retti, “Liutprand,” 114-128; Perfetti, “Men’s Theories,” 207-241; Perfetti, Women and 
Laughter; Polachek, “Scatology,” 30 - 42; Coxon, Laughter and Narrative; Coxon, “Laughter 
and Process of Civilization”; Coxon and Seeber, Verlachen. 

11 The seminal essay on jokes and humor from a psychoanalytic perspective is, of course, 
Sigmund Freud’s Jokes and Their Relation to the Unconscious. Henri Bergson’s study has also 
been groundbreaking in pointing out that laughter and humor are grounded in the perceived 
contrasts between human intellectual aspirations and the restrictive physical contexts they 
inhabit. See Bergson, “Laughter.” Other important research on laughter, comedy, and humor 
has been done by Plessner, Laughing and Crying; Stern, Phisolophie du rire; Propp, Prob- 
lemy; Likhachev, “Smekh,” 341-403; Faure, Rires et sourires littéraires. 

12 One of the most comprehensive summaries of theories about laughter can be found in John 
Morreall’s Taking Laughter Seriously. In it, Morreall not only discusses the three theories, or 
reasons, for laughter—superiority, incongruity, and relief—but also offers what he calls a 
“new theory” of his own based on the idea of a pleasant psychological shift. See Morreall, 
Taking Laughter Seriously, 4-20. Norman N. Holland offers an even more detailed and 
complicated analysis of the causes and mechanisms of laughter, differentiating, for example, 
between formal, ethical, and cognitive types of incongruity. See Holland, Laughing, 21-108. 
All of these theories are also summarized in a more recent publication by T. G. A. Nelson on 
comedy. See Nelson, Comedy. 
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uncertainties is not knowing if there is any unifying subject in all of that.”" 


Naturally, the boundaries between the approaches are not impenetrable. It would 
be unproductive, for example, to discuss the issues of humor or satire in a 
literary text without mentioning derisive laughter and the notions of superiority, 
incongruity, and relief—the psychological causes for the audience’s enjoyment 
of the joke or the work. Similarly, studies of humor often find it important to 
carefully examine actual textual references in order to see when the characters 
laugh and what is at stake when they do.” Finally, a textual analysis of literary 
characters’ behavior often leads to questions about the motivation behind their 
laughter and its effect on the audience. 

In this study, however, I purposely focus on just one aspect of laughter: its 
depiction and evaluation as a physical behavior, i.e. as a gesture rather than a 
verbal manifestation of humor or wit in the intra- and extra-textual worlds. I will 
investigate texts that depict and evaluate laughter (Le Goff’s “texts qui jugent le 
rire”) as opposed to those that make people laugh (“textes qui cherchent a faire 
rire”).'° As with any other emotions, gestures, and their literary representations, 
laughter and its forms should not be taken at face value or as self-evident, but 


13 “Ce sont des choses différentes, et Pun des grands problèmes de cette recherche se manifeste 
déjà: probleme d’heterogeneite des documents, de la problématique, des concepts, et Pune 
des grandes incertitudes est de savoir s’il ya un sujet unificateur derriére tout cela.” Le Goff, 
“Le rire au Moyen Age,” 3. The Russian scholar M. I. Steblin-Kamenskij has also noticed two 
different connotations of laughter that set the direction of the scholarly approach: “directed” 
and “non-directed” laughter. “Directed laughter,” according to Steblin-Kamenskij, is 
“laughter implying some object laughed at, ridiculed, mocked, derided, satirized, criticized, 
censured, condemned, exposed and so forth,” while “non-directed laughter” is “laughter not 
implying any such object.” Steblin-Kamenskij, “On the History of Laughter,” 154. 

14 Perfetti and Polachek study medieval women’s humor through close textual readings. Ger- 
hild Scholz Williams pursues a similar approach in “Das Fremde erkennen,” 82 - 96. 

15 Le Goff, “Le rire au Moyen Äge,” 3. This is not to say that there have not been any studies of 
laughter as an emotional gesture before the end of the twentieth century. Until recently, 
however, such studies, particularly in the area of pre-modern literary studies, produced 
detailed work on the semantic fields of the word “laughter,” or described the different kinds 
of it found in literary texts (e. g., heroic, derisive, joyous, etc.), which sometimes resulted in 
compilations of textual examples accompanied by cursory literary analysis. Le Goff has also 
noted this and criticizes that “practical” type of research for its lack of coherence and depth 
by pointing out that they treat their subject matter in a limited, perfunctory way (“d'une 
façon tout à fait limitée, ponctuelle”). Le Goff, “Le rire au Moyen Age,” 3. An example of an 
older scholarly approach can be found in Karl Richard Kremer’s impressive collection of 
references to laughter that covers the whole medieval period of German literature, both its 
masterpieces and less-known works. The scope of Kremer’s research, understandably, has 
rendered detailed literary analysis or close reading impossible; it is, however, of substantial 
value to those searching for references or in need of a quick overview. See Kremer, “Das 
Lachen.“ Also see Tatlock, “Mediaeval Laughter,” 289-294; Adolf, “On Mediaeval Laughter,” 
251-253; White, “Medieval Mirth,” 284-301; Ménard, Le rire et le sourire; Blaicher, “Uber 
das Lachen,” 508-529; Wehrli, “Christliches Lachen,” 17 - 31; and Ekmann, “Das gute und 
das böse Lachen,“ 8-36. 
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must be examined according to the terms of the culture that lived and expressed 
them.'° Heinz-Giinter Vester justly points out that society and culture constitute 
the background “from which the forms and the languages evolve that in turn are 
the material which makes possible the representation, expression, and experi- 
ence of emotions.” Textual representations of human emotions can only be 
accurately interpreted in their cultural and historical specificity. 

In the last two decades, medieval historians and literary critics have dis- 
proved the simplistic view, once prevalent thanks to the influential works by 
Johann Huizinga and Norbert Elias,'* that the Middle Ages were an emotionally 
uncomplicated, what-I-show-is-what-I-feel period with “the emotional life of a 
child: unadulterated, violent, public, unashamed”—a stark contrast to the much 
more sophisticated period of modernity “with its discipline, control, and sup- 
pression.”'” Numerous scholars working on the topic of performance and per- 
formativity have shown just how complex medieval culture truly was, given its 
inherently performative style of communication.” As recent studies by Gerd 
Althoff, Barbara Rosenwein, J. A. Burrow, Kathryn Starkey, Sebastian Coxon, and 
many others demonstrate, medieval emotions and gestures had a specifically 
public, social function in addition to a private, personal one and, therefore, were 
an important factor in shaping the individual’s position in society.” What Laurie 
Postlewate calls a “calculation of outward behavior”” was practiced in various 
areas of life, including important public events such as demonstrations or re- 


16 It is important to point out that there are scholars who dispute the culture-specific nature of 
emotions. For more on the debate about universal human emotions, see Perfetti, The Re- 
presentation of Women’s Emotions, 1-22, esp. 10 and 20 (note 25); Wierzbicka, “Emotion,” 
133-196. 

17 Vester, “Emotions in Postemotional Culture,” 20. 

18 Elias, Civilizing Process, esp. 1: 319; Huizinga, Waning of the Middle Ages, esp. 9-11. 

19 See Althoff, “Demonstration”; Althoff, “Gefühle.” Also see Rosenwein, “Worrying about 
Emotions,” par. 17; Dülmen, “Norbert Elias und der Prozeß der Zivilisation,” 264-274; 
Heinzle, “Der gerechte Ritter,” 266-294, esp. 286 - 290. For the most recent engagement with 
Elias’s theory of the civilizing process, see Fulbrook, Un-Civilizing Processes. 

20 A detailed discussion of the concepts “performance” and “performativity” and their ap- 
plicability to the study of pre-modern texts can be found in Velten, “Performativität,” 217 - 
242. Also see Austin, “Lecture I in How to Do Things with Words,” 93-94. 

21 Cf.: “Dem mittelalterlichen Menschen stand ein differenziertes System von Zeichen, Sym- 
bolen und Verhaltensmustern zur Verfügung, mit dem er nonverbal Stand, Stellung und 
Rang, sein Verhältnis zum jeweiligen Gegenüber, Freundschaft und Freude, Feindschaft und 
Unwillen ausdrücken konnte.” Althoff, “Demonstration,” 232. Also see Starkey, “Brunhild’s 
Smile,” 159-173; Burrow, Gestures and Looks; Verberckmoes, Laughter, Jestbooks and So- 
ciety, 3; Innes, “He Never,” 131-156; Coxon, “Laughter,” 17-38; Coxon, Laughter and 
Narrative. 

22 Postlewate and Hüsken, Acts, 8. Bert O. States calls it “me behaving as if I am somebody else.” 
States, “Performance as Metaphor,” 119. 
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affirmations of kingly or lordly power, as well as in commonplace dealings and 
even individual interactions with God.” 

To acknowledge the emotional complexity of this society and to recognize its 
performative character means to accept the inherent ambiguity of pre-modern 
texts, to welcome re-reading and searching for a deeper meaning that may not be 
immediately apparent to the modern reader. For example, even in courtly lit- 
erature where laughter is very common, it is seldom used as a true expression of 
contentment or as a response to situational incongruity and humor. More fre- 
quently it serves as a means to appease or humiliate the enemy, as a statement 
about one’s favor, or as an indicator of one’s virtue. At all times, however, it is 
treated as a social action that subjects its actor to audience’s evaluation. And it is 
not just its content that is culturally determined; who laughs, how, and under 
what circumstances — i. e., laughter as behavior — is socially regulated as well. 
Laughter functions as a statement about an individual’s status, age, gender, and 
moral character; its presence or absence has a capacity to mark a person as an 
aristocrat or commoner, monastic or layman, virtuous or corrupt, and in the 
case of women, even as chaste or sexually available. The debate on laughter thus 
always involves three levels: socio-political, moral-religious, and gender. An 
ability to control one’s own passions and desires is expected of the nobility and, 
as Matthew Innes demonstrates in his study of the early-medieval kingship, 
considered to be essential to one’s claim to be able to rule legitimately.” The 
refusal to display overt emotions serves as proof of one’s victory over the body 
and is particularly prominent in religious, especially monastic, discourse. Fi- 
nally, the rules governing behavior and emotional expression happen to be 
imposed much more strictly upon female members of the society. As the an- 
thropologist Mahadev Apte points out, in cultures “where ideal sex role-models 
for women emphasize modesty, passivity, and politeness, it is considered un- 
becoming for women to laugh in an unrestrained manner, while men are free to 
express their joy or amusement quite freely.” And indeed, medieval literary 
texts pay attention to women’s laughter by regulating it more stringently and, if 
immoderate, judging it more harshly than men’s. 


23 “The notion of constant self-representation before the gaze of God and other people.” 
Postlewate and Hiisken, Acts, 8. Gerd Althoff has made a similar point. See Althoff, “De- 
monstration,” 251. Also see Althoff, “Gefühle,” 82-99. For an example of performative 
communication in the religious sphere, see a recent study by Denery, “The Preacher and His 
Audience,” 17-34. 

24 Innes, “He Never,” 131-156. 

25 Apte observes that positive or negative attitudes towards laughter and smiling are commonly 
fused with specific role models for different sex and age groups in a variety of cultures. By and 
large, he claims, restraints on laughter are imposed more strictly upon young or middle-aged 
women (the time of life when their sexual behavior needs to be regulated and curtailed). 
Apte, Humor, 259. 
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This gendered element can be fully understood only in conjunction with the 
remaining two aspects, socio-political and moral-religious, which is reflected in 
the structure of my study. Here theological, didactic, medical, and folkloric 
discourses provide a larger cultural context for the literary references to women’s 
laughter, thus allowing for a more nuanced understanding of them. Despite 
tensions and contradictions among and even within these various discourses, all 
of them seem to agree on one point: because of the corporeal nature of laughter, 
the debate about laughter is ultimately inseparable from debates about the body, 
sexuality, and the erotic. 

Chapter 1 looks at the connection between laughter and sexuality, but while 
doing so, heeds James A. Schultz’s admonition that medieval people understood 
their bodies differently than we do. Therefore, one has to be careful “if one wants 
to study how the body in the past was, and was not, invested with erotic sig- 
nificance.””° “If we want to find these things out,” warns Schultz, “we must try to 
suspend what we think we know and attend carefully to what the texts actually 
say.”” By looking at the significance and symbolism attributed to the female 
mouth in a variety of discourses, this chapter addresses the assumption— which 
by now has become a cliché in the field of medieval feminist studies—that the 
female mouth is a genital symbol. It demonstrates that the sexual imagery at- 
tributed to the female mouth was indeed prevalent in pre-modern times. While 
this symbolism would not surprise anyone living in the post-Freudian era, I draw 
my conclusion from contemporaneous sources: medieval medicine, natural 
philosophy, folklore, and literary works. The evidence that this interdisciplinary 
and cross-cultural approach provides argues for the existence of a pan-European 
tradition that connects laughter and other activities of the female mouth to the 
loss of virginity and sexual activity. This chapter has two additional important 
outcomes. Firstly, it reveals that the role given to women’s laughter in the ideal of 
femininity reflects male desires and fantasies.” Secondly, it points out an im- 
portant strategy for talking about such sensitive issues as human sexuality, 
namely, indirection (Verhiillung). Laughter itself becomes an important eu- 
phemism for female sexual availability. 

The topic of sexuality is further pursued in chapter 2, which addresses the 
religious discourse on laughter. Since its influence in the Middle Ages is hard to 
overestimate, one cannot get a full picture of the socio-cultural context without a 
good sense of the prevailing clerical debates and how they changed over time. 


26 Schultz, Courtly Love, 3. I am also deeply thankful to Professor Schultz for his keen insights 
and especially for generously granting me permission to see an early manuscript of his study. 

27 Ibid. 

28 Cf. Ruth Mazo Karras’s question: “Do these stories tell us anything about women’s attitudes 
to sex, or only about what men thought those attitudes were, or wished they were?” Karras, 
Sexuality in Medieval Europe, 14. 
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This chapter provides an overview of the way laughter was perceived by theo- 
logians, from the Church Fathers to the late-thirteenth-century preacher Bert- 
hold of Regensburg. The evidence suggests that concerns about laughter’s value 
and nature originally arose from the early Church’s attempts to strongly dif- 
ferentiate its newly emerging spirituality from the age-old tradition of associ- 
ating laughter with fertility rites, birth, sexuality, and eroticism. By the Early 
Middle Ages, orthodox Christianity, preoccupied with the questions of eternal 
perdition and salvation, perceives the erotic side of laughter as a liability. It thus 
becomes a subject of eschatology and apocalypticism, and its link to sexuality 
turns out to be particularly threatening to those who have dedicated themselves 
in body and soul to God. Textual analysis shows how monastic writings from the 
fifth to the thirteenth centuries treat laughter as a crack through which earthly 
matters could reach the human soul, thus leaving the body—whether male or 
female—open to the world and sin. At the same time, this chapter makes clear 
that medieval attitudes towards sexuality, salvation, and laughter were conflicted 
and complicated, and that it would be highly inaccurate to speak of some uni- 
versal and hegemonic point of view, “imposed by a totalitarian church upon 
everyone.”” The debate about the value and propriety of laughter continues in 
ecclesiastical discourse for centuries without a definitive answer, and the lack of 
agreement on this issue within such a powerful social institution as the Church 
could not help but affect other areas of society as well. 

The degree of this influence becomes the subject of chapter 3, which analyzes 
the ways in which the religious discussion of laughter impacts secular discourses, 
such as didactic and conduct literature. This chapter closely examines the in- 
fluential role of the courtly cleric, oftentimes the best-educated member at an 
aristocratic court. Entrusted with instructing and guiding the laity, courtly 
clerics, I argue, were in a perfect position to transmit religious views of laughter 
to the secular nobility. The conduct, or courtesy, books they wrote advocate the 
courtly ideal of restraint and moderation and condemn laughter in a way that is 
similar to the religious texts of the time. These works also reinforce the idea of 
women’s laughter as a class attribute: medieval conduct literature only regulates 
the behavior of those who are of high social standing while the lowborn can 
laugh freely. It thus supports Apte’s anthropological finding that laughter is 
inappropriate for people of high socio-economic status, while lower classes are 
permitted to exercise much less control over their bodies and behavior.” The 
treatment of laughter in didactic discourse thus provides invaluable insights for 
understanding contemporary fictional texts and poetry. 

Placed on the border between the secular and the religious worlds, written by 


29 Karras, Sexuality, 26. 
30 Apte, Humor, 259. 
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clerics but for aristocratic audiences, medieval educational treatises illustrate 
the role of the court as a place of domestication and of further codification of 
laughter. These texts attempt to accommodate hilarity by distinguishing be- 
tween its acceptable and non-acceptable forms; while a sensual and unrestrained 
outburst of emotion is condemned, a pleasant and even seductive smile is en- 
couraged. Conduct manuals thus try to reconcile the anti- and pro-laughter 
traditions and, not surprisingly, adopt a strongly gender-specific approach. At 
the same time, they also reveal the degree to which these two seemingly in- 
compatible positions are in fact intertwined in the medieval courtly imagi- 
nation; when it comes to women, they ultimately have the same goal. Control 
over laughter represents male control over female sexuality. Nowhere is this as 
clearly presented as in Ulrich von Liechtenstein’s didactic work Das Frauenbuch. 
This text stands out because of its unique perspective and because its author is 
not a cleric. Ulrich presents both the clerical and courtly approaches to women’s 
laughter and uncovers an inherent contradiction within medieval society: the 
paradoxical demand to be virtuous and seductive at the same time. Through a 
careful textual analysis of this work, chapter 3 demonstrates how smiling and 
laughing constitute an inseparable part of praiseworthy courtly femininity, 
while simultaneously being associated with a sexual availability that merits 
condemnation. Women’s laughter thus both masks over and uncovers the power 
relationships between the genders. 

Chapter 4 looks closely at the medieval German tradition of the courtly lyric. 
Courtly love poetry of the Minnesang offers a unique opportunity to see the 
effect and meaning of women’s laughter at work. As a male-authored and pre- 
dominantly male-voiced kind of writing, it presents its audience with the fantasy 
of a desirable woman—be she as remote and perfect as she is in the earlier stages 
of the lyric’s development, more accessible during the post-classical stage, or 
completely available and sexually insatiable as in some dörper-songs (a parodic 
type of poetry that transplants the style and ideals of the classical lofty love 
service into the uncourtly village milieu). This chapter relies on the background 
material provided in the previous chapters because it is only in the context of the 
larger discourse on laughter that we can fully appreciate the changes that the 
image of the lofty lady undergoes at different stages of the genre’s development, 
and the role of “erotic smiles” in constructing this image. 

Unsurprisingly, the Minnesang does not offer one uniform ideal of femininity. 
Male-voiced songs of lofty love (Germ. Hoher Sang) admire the inaccessibly 
remote lofty lady, whose relationship to the singer is strongly reminiscent of 
feudal vassalage. The political model of composed lordliness provides a 
framework for understanding the classical Minnesang’s disinterest in women’s 
smiles. It is not until the male speaker begins to dwell on the worshipped lady’s 
bodily charms and to fantasize about the solace they can provide that laughter 
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becomes a truly recurrent motif in medieval German love poetry. “Erotic smiles” 
completely dominate the post-classical lyric where lachen (MHG for “laughter”) 
is mentioned in almost every song. One also notices a fixation on the lady’s 
mouth. Often the expression réter munt (“red mouth”) is used as a metonymy 
for a woman, and the minnesinger’s pleas are addressed directly to it. The 
instances of smiling are regularly accompanied by invocations of the sexualized 
female body, whether in the form ofa dream, a wish, a hint, or a joke revealing the 
male speaker’s true desire to possess the object of his love. I interpret such 
eroticization and sexualization in the post-classical lyric as a move from the body 
politic towards the body natural, from the emphasis on the lofty lady’s status as a 
lord towards depicting her more as a woman—noble, but desirable and acces- 
sible. I also look at several female-voiced songs in which we can detect the echoes 
of the anti-laughter discourse. There too, laughter goes hand-in-hand with ref- 
erences to female sexuality. 

With chapter 5 the circle is complete, taking us back to the religious con- 
ception of laughing femininity. In contrast to chapters 2 and 3, which set out to 
show the impact of the ecclesiastical view of laughter on the secular world, this 
chapter explores the possibility of a reverse relation. By examining the sculptural 
representation of the famous biblical parable about five wise and five foolish 
virgins (Matt. 25:1 - 13), it reaffirms the enduring tension between laughter and 
female virtue. A comparison of the iconography, facial expressions, and clothing 
of the ten virgins in Gothic cathedral sculpture reveals the degree of interaction 
between secular and religious discourses. Having adopted in a positive way the 
secular imagery that had so frequently been used to criticize the vanity and 
weaknesses of the courtly world, Magdeburg’s Paradiesportal depicting the wise 
and foolish virgins provides an inspiring and innovative model for its succes- 
sors. Yet even though the Magdeburg approach expresses lofty spiritual ideas, 
not all of its innovations appear to have been well received. The treatment of the 
parable by the later sculptors seems to reinforce the tension between the reli- 
gious and secular perception of laughter, suggesting that its innovative and 
positive use in the statuary in Magdeburg might simply be the exception that 
proves the rule—that female virtue is ultimately incompatible with laughter. 

Finally, a word should be said about the vocabulary used in this book. Un- 
dertaking a historical study of laughter or any other emotion or gesture means 
struggling with the question of the translatability of emotional life across time, 
with the uncertainty that comes with the distinct referencing of emotions. The 
conceptual difference between modern and medieval laughter is reflected at the 
linguistic level: medieval Latin and vernaculars make no clear distinction be- 
tween laughter and smiling. The latter, now perceived as an independent, self- 
standing emotional gesture, is treated rather as a form of the former, deviating 
from it only in intensity. A clear semantic distinction between the two emotional 


Open-Access-Publikation im Sinne der CC-Lizenz BY-NC-ND 4.0 
© 2014, V& unipress GmbH, Gottingen 
ISBN Print: 9783847101192 - ISBN E-Lib: 9783737001199 


24 The Problem of Women’s Laughter 


expressions does not develop until well into late-medieval and early-modern 
times. 

The most common vocabulary used to refer to laughter and smiling are the 
Latin ridere, Old French rire, Middle English laugh, and Middle High German 
lachen, while the words subridere (Lat. and Ital.) and sourire (OF) actually refer 
to “laughing up one’s sleeve,” or “secret or malicious laughter.””' Similarly, 
Middle High German lecheln means “to be disingenuously friendly,”” while the 
modern verb lächeln, currently signifying “to smile,” does not acquire its 
present meaning until well into early modernity.” Smielen and smieren, the 
cognates of the modern English “smile,” have a connotation that is completely 
alien to the modern mind; in heroic epic they provide a stark contrast to the 
regular lachen and are used to refer to a performative type of smiling indicating 
the balance of power in the scene.” In courtly lyric, smielen and smieren are used 
by just a few authors (Ulrich von Liechtenstein, for example) to refer to what 
nowadays can be translated as smiling, but appear to be a dialectal/regional 
phenomenon.” Similarly, the Middle English word smile, derived from the Old 
English smerian “to laugh,” does not acquire its present meaning and usage 
before the fourteenth century. 

As Le Goff points out, the creation of subridere (and its vernacular counter- 
parts) is indicative of medieval attempts at codification. Unlike Hebrew and 
Greek, both of which had a more diverse vocabulary to refer to positive and 
negative kinds of laughter, Latin initially had only risus at its disposal.” While 
the Latin-speaking Christian thought inherited the conceptual distinction from 


31 Le Goff, “Le rire au Moyen Age,” 10. Also see Ménard, Le rire, 31, 430-431: “Il ny a pas dans 
le vocabulaire médiéval d’opposition de sense entre rire et sourire. [...] L’aire sémantique du 
mot rire englobe le sourire.” On the same distinction in Middle English see Burrow, Gestures, 
76. For Italian see Galler, Lachen und Lächeln, 31 f. 

32 “Auf hinterlistige Weise freundlich sein.” Lexer, HW, 1:1849. 

33 Galler, Lachen und Lächeln, 38; Kremer, “Das Lachen,” 28-43. The negative meaning of 
MHG lecheln is apparent in its derivative lechelaere (lit. “laughers”; corresponds to modern 
“hypocrites”), which is used very frequently in courtly and didactic poetry. Lexer, HW, 
1:1849. 

34 Starkey, “Bruhnhild’s Smile,” 159-173. 

35 Kremer lists several MHG synonyms of lachen: grinen (“to grin, to grimace”), smutzeln or 
smutzen (“to move one’s mouth in laughter”), kachhazzen / kachen / kachezen (“to laugh 
loudly”), kutzen (“to laugh”), smielen / smollen / smieren / smirwen (“to smile”). Lachen is, 
however, by far the most common, and grinen is used mostly negatively. Kachhazzen / 
kachezen are Germanized derivatives from Latin cachinnus (“loud or violent laughter”). 
Kremer, “Das Lachen,” 40-42. 

36 Le Goff, “Le rire au Moyen Age,” 10; Le Goff, “Laughter in the Middle Ages,” 48. In the Old 
Testament, sdkhaq is used to refer to “happy, unbridled laughter” and läag designates 
“mocking, denigrating laughter.” Greek is said to have made a similar distinction juxtapo- 
sing géldn (natural laughter) and katagelän (malicious laughter) (ibid.). For a detailed 
overview of laughter in Greek culture see Halliwell, “The Uses of Laughter,” 279-296. 
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its two source languages, it struggled to reproduce a similar dichotomy lin- 
guistically, which in turn became reflected in medieval vernaculars. Most of the 
Middle High German texts in this study use the word lachen, which I have tried to 
translate consistently as “laughter” when medieval sensibilities appeared to 
coincide closely with modern ones. However, I sometimes use the words 
“laughing” and “smiling” interchangeably when they refer to a restrained and 
controlled kind of lachen that nowadays could mean either a smile or subdued, 
soft laughter. 
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1 “You Are No Longer a Virgin”: The Two “Mouths” of a 
Medieval Woman 


“But there is no reason to think the courtly culture of the High Middle Ages 
shared our attitude. If we are to discover their attitudes, we must respect 
the silences of medieval texts and resist the temptation 

to fill those silences with modern meanings.” 


(James A. Schultz, Courtly Love and the Love of Courtliness) 


“Female identity resides in one key body part: 
that stereotypically female orifice, the vagina.” 


(E. Jane Burns, The Bodytalk) 


The Importance of the Mouth 


“I was asked a strange question: what the greatest treasure among all treasures in 
the world might be. And I answered: a little red mouth of a gentle, good-natured 
lady is the treasure above all treasures.”' This peculiar reply opens a poem by a 
certain Heinrich der Teichner, an enigmatic but prolific author of the late- 
fourteenth century who left behind some 798 Reden (lit. “speeches”), all ending 
with the same phrase also sprach der Teichnaer (“Thus spake Der Teichner”). In 
his didactic poems—the tone is already discernible in his trademark sig- 
nature—the poet explores a wide range of moral-ethical and theological topics 
with a freedom that is unusual for the Middle Ages, criticizing all social groups 
(clerics, courtiers, judges) and addressing all crucial aspects of human life, such 
as marriage, love, sickness, and death. The unabashed manner in which Der 
Teichner treats many of these issues points to his probable financial and social 
independence as well as his erudition and familiarity with a variety of con- 
temporary discourses.” 

The one-hundred-line poem “Von roten muenden” (“Of Red Mouths”), from 
which these unusual introductory lines are taken, is traditional and unorthodox 
at the same time. Upon first reading, it appears to be just another piece of 


1 “Ich ward gefragt vremder wort, / waz auf der werlt der oberist hort / under allen horten mocht 
gesein. / ich sprach: ein rotez muendlein / zarter vrawn wol gemuet / daz ist ein schatz ueber 
allez guet” (RM, vv. 1-6). 

2 Cramer notes that the poet, although highly educated, was believed to be neither a cleric nor a 
member of any specific court, but rather a private person who was affluent enough to support 
his literary activity. Cramer, Geschichte, 104. 
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medieval didactic writing meant to instruct the laity in matters of comportment 
and Christian virtue. And indeed, this text bears a strong resemblance to love 
treatises known as Minnereden, in which the all-knowing male narrator ex- 
presses his opinion about how virtuous noblewomen should lead their lives. 
However, while completely conventional in its choice of tropes and motifs 
(courtly love, female beauty, and virtue), the poem is unusual in its development 
of these themes. It pushes the reader to establish an unexpected connection 
between the references to female virtue and the mouth, achieving this by initially 
producing not one, but two answers to its main question about the greatest 
treasure in the world and then sophistically conflating them with the help of the 
concept of treasure (MHG schatz). 

The poem naturally falls into two parts. The first one includes the perplexing 
but important opening: 


Ich ward gefragt vremder wort, 

waz auf der werlt der oberist hort 

under allen horten mocht gesein. 

ich sprach: ein rotez muendlein 

zarter vrawn wol gemuet 

daz ist ein schatz ueber allez guet. (RM, vv. 1-6) 


I was asked a strange question: what the greatest treasure among all treasures in the 
world might be. And I answered: a little red mouth of a gentle, good-natured lady is the 
treasure above all treasures. 


This opening is then followed by about thirty lines of a panegyric to the charms 
of the red mouth and physical love between the sexes: 


waz der mensch in hertzen trag, 

ez sey von leit, ez sey von chlag, 

daz muez allez sampt hin dan, 

wa liebs weib pey liebem man 

so gar mynnechleichen leit. (RM, vv. 19-23) 


Whatever a man may have in his heart—be it sorrow or grief—all of this must dis- 
appear when a lovely woman lies next to a lovely man in such a caring way. 


This section of the text claims the greatest treasure in the world to be the 
woman’s red mouth. However, what follows—introduced by the question “How 
can a woman keep the treasure?” (“wie ein vraw den schatz behuet”) in line 37— 
provides a completely different answer. It features a dialogue between the nar- 
rator and a lady about the need to be vigilant against men’s attempts at seduc- 
tion. Like so many didacts before him, Der Teichner lectures his female audience 
on the importance of good manners (zucht), modesty (scham), and steadfastness 
(staeten muet) (RM, v. 38) and warns them to never let their guard down against 
those who might wish to ruin their good reputation: 
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aver der sey maint zu ruem 

und ze vall ir eren bluem, 

wer den chant, den solt man fliehen 
und allez gruezzen von im ziehen. 
sich hat nicht so vil zu hueten 

als ein weib mit weibez gueten, 

dw natur dez twingt und muezzet 
daz sew tugentleichen gruezzet 
und nicht mer denn tugent chan 
gegen vrawn und gegen man, 

und erchennt nicht leicht da pey, 
waz ein poez gedanch sey 

der zu andern dingen gehoeret. (RM, vv. 79-91) 


But if a lady knows a man believed to praise her only to fell the flower of her virtue, she 
should flee him and withdraw all her welcome from him. Nobody has to be as careful as 
a good, womanly woman, compelled by her nature to greet everybody kindly and 
incapable of acting other than virtuously towards women and men. She thus may not 
be able to easily detect that wicked thought which belongs to those other things. 


In this part of the poem, Der Teichner evokes the topos of constantly threatened 
female virtue. While the noble lady is expected to be approachable in order to 
maintain her reputation as a “womanly woman,” she is also advised to con- 
stantly watch for those who would interpret her civility as a sign of sexual 
looseness: “dannoch spricht ein man betoret, / ir sey anders dings zu muet, / 
man gewunns mit leichtem guet” (“For a foolish man would claim even in this 
case that she desires something else, and one can easily get it,” RM, vv. 92-94). 
The narrator also alerts his female pupil and her whole sex to the ambiguity 
inherent in courtly love language, to the “double-talk,” in which the praise of 
beauty is used to obscure men’s true intentions. Aristocratic women must learn 
to recognize their persistent sexualization in love discourse, for men’s words are 
not always what they appear to be on the surface. Thus the message in this part of 
the poem is very clear: the “treasure” to be zealously protected is the woman’s 
chastity and good reputation. 

The question in line 37, “How can a woman keep the treasure?” 
den schatz behuet”), is strategically placed between the lecture on chastity and 
the introductory monologue about the mouth. With its choice of the definite 
article “the” (den) over the possessive pronoun “her” (ir) before the word 
schatz—the lady asks “how a woman can keep the treasure” rather than “her 
treasure”—this line seems to respond to the narrator’s initial praise of the 
orifice, since it has been the only schatz (RM, v. 6) or hort (RM, v. 2) mentioned 
until this point. Yet without the second half of the poem, both the question and 
the reply are meaningless or confusing at best. Why should a woman take care of 
her mouth? Der Teichner’s reply to the woman’s inquiry in the following lines, 


cc, 


wie ein vraw 


Open-Access-Publikation im Sinne der CC-Lizenz BY-NC-ND 4.0 
© 2014, V& unipress GmbH, Gottingen 
ISBN Print: 9783847101192 - ISBN E-Lib: 9783737001199 


30 The Two “Mouths” of a Medieval Woman 


however, makes it clear that by “treasure” he actually means female chastity: 
“zucht, scham, staeten muet / schol ein vraw in hertzen pruten, / wann sew wil 
den schatz behuten” (“A woman should cultivate in her heart good manners, 
modesty, and steadfastness if she wants to keep her treasure,” RM, vv. 38-40). 
The word schatz thus connects the mouth and virtue—the two major themes of 
the work—implying that the attraction or actions of the former can have major 
repercussions for the latter. 

Der Teichner’s skillful manipulations of the two seemingly unrelated concepts 
illustrate very well the ambiguity inherent to the language of courtly love. It is 
remarkable that while the main goal of this didactic poem is to alert women to 
the dangers of such ambiguity, it relies on this very strategy itself. The audience 
was apparently expected to decipher and appreciate Der Teichner’s puzzle. 
Otherwise, the double entendre and thus the charm of the poem would have been 
all for nothing. The question left to be answered then concerns the nature of the 
convention that, as Der Teichner hopes, would evoke in his listeners’ minds the 
question of female virtue at the first mention of red lips. The popularity of the 
mouth motif in high- and late-medieval literature suggests that such a con- 
vention indeed existed. It can be found in courtly love lyric, romance, Wolf- 
dietrich-tales, and other stories about amorous contests, such as Dietrich von 
der Glezze’s Der Borte (The Girdle) or the love allegory “About the Most 
Beautiful Lady Called Red Mouth” (“Von der schonsten frawen genant der rot 
munt”).’ Since in many of these works it is the smiling or laughing orifice that the 
male speaker finds so attractive, exploring the medieval fascination with the 
heroines’ mouths deepens our understanding of the textual references to their 
laughter. The mouth symbolism offers a new dimension for interpreting the 
connection between laughter and sexual availability; it allows the modern reader 
to make a mental leap from the former to the latter and discover an additional 
level of meaning in these old poems, which might otherwise remain unrecog- 
nized. 


3 See Meyer, Der Borte. On the love allegory about the red mouth see Schmid, Codex Karlsruhe 
408, 503 -512; also published as Die altdeutsche Erzählung vom rothen Munde: see Keller, Die 
altdeutsche Erzählung vom rothen Munde. On the role of color symbolism and hyperbole in 
this Minnerede, see Lieb, “Wiederholung als Leistung,” 147-165; Köbele, “Die Kunst der 
Übertreibung,” 19-44; and Waltenberger, “Diß ist ein red als hundert,” 248 - 274. Specifically 
on the mouth symbolism in this text, see Trokhimenko, “The Treasure above All Treasures.” 
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Mouths That Matter: Isn’t It Obvious? 


It is not hard to imagine that some readers may consider this chapter un- 
necessary. The association between the mouth and the female genitals seems to 
be firmly engrained in our post-Freudian minds. The mouth is perceived to be an 
extremely sensual part of a woman’s body, a fact continuously exploited in 
contemporary culture, as evidenced by the current craze for lip enhancement; 
modern advertisements that zoom straight in on the model’s sensual lips, often 
accentuated with bright lipstick; or Victoria’s Secret lingerie featuring prints of 
sensuous red kisses generously scattered all over underwear briefs. And in 
contrast, the recent craze for the so-called “nude” make-up in cosmetics ad- 
vertisement features an extremely pale, flesh-colored lipstick, shifting the 
viewer’s attention from the model’s mouth to her frequently over-accentuated 
eyes. This often produces an androgynous, almost alien effect, in which the 
young woman’s femininity is extinguished. The connection between the two 
body parts is also reflected in modern language, with its numerous obscenities 
applying mouth imagery to genitals and sex acts and its very analogy—on both 
visual and linguistic levels—between the lips and labia.* Finally, one can easily 
find an explanation for the equivalence between the two organs in popular 
psychology books, as in Arial Arango’s Dirty Words: Psychoanalytic Insights.” 
Inspired by Freudian psychoanalysis, it proclaims the existence of a metaphoric 
connection between the female mouth and genitals, a supposedly well-estab- 
lished “psychic identity between the vulva and the face.” Arango notes, “Even the 
cold anatomists, when describing the vulva, have discovered in it labia majora 
and labia minora. The writer, Henry Miller, says that ‘there are cunts which laugh 
and cunts which speak.” Such “insights” rely heavily on assumed cultural 
beliefs, in this case the audience’s readiness to accept other connections between 
the two female orifices, based on their perceived visual similarity.’ 


4 See Borneman, Sex im Volksmund. Borneman lists 35 entries in the word family of “Mund,” 
such as, for example, “mit offenem Mund dastehen: auf Oralverkehr warten,” “Mundfunk: 
Kuß,” “Mundharmonika: Geschlechtsteil,” “Miindungsklappe: Regelbinde, Regeltampon,” 
etc. Most of the obscenities refer to oral intercourse. (No pagination in the source.) 

5 Arango, Dirty Words. 

6 Ibid., 137. 

7 In Freud’s writings, the mouth is qualified as a genital symbol. He talks about the trans- 
position of genitals to upper parts of the body in dream symbolism and treats the face of the 
Greek monster Medusa with its snake-like hair and gaping mouth as a representation of female 
genitals. See Freud, The Interpretation of Dreams, esp. 387; Freud, “Medusa’s Head,” 273 - 
274; at 273. However, it is Freud’s theories of castration and sublimation that are also used to 
account for the recurrence of the motif in literature and art, particularly in “Medusa’s Head,” 
“Civilization and Its Discontents,” “Three Essays on the History of Sexuality,” and “Leonardo 
da Vinci and a Memory of His Childhood.” See Freud, “Civilization and its Discontents,” 57 - 
146; Freud, “Leonardo,” 59-138; and Freud, “Three Essays,” 123 - 246. Mitigating the horror 
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Our postmodern mind thus may be inclined to draw similar conclusions 
about what seems to be a persistent and recurrent obsession with the female 
mouth and its activities in medieval discourses. To paraphrase James A. Schultz, 
one hundred years after Freud we know what things mean.‘ Yet, as Der Teichner’s 
poem suggests, and the material discussed later in this chapter will further 
illustrate, a different mechanism appears to be at work in premodern texts. What 
modern psychoanalytic interpretations would examine through the lens of the 
unconscious seems to be a rather conscious choice for medieval theologians, 
natural historians, and poets. As Toril Moi points out, “To say that some or all of 
th[e] reasons are unconscious is to say that the speaker or writer in question 
does not know [...] what they are,” which does not appear to be the case in 
medieval texts playing with the red mouth motif.’ These works are not only 
aware of the connection between the female mouth and the pudenda, they count 
on their audience’s recognition ofit, just not exactly for the same reasons that are 
likely to come to the modern, post-Freudian mind. 

While conscious of Cynthia Marshall’s and Nancy Partner’s point that his- 
toricist and psychological interpretations can enrich textual analysis with their 
distinct insights, I agree with Ruth Mazo Karras, Lee Patterson, and James A. 
Schultz, who argue for the primacy of contemporaneous evidence." As Karras 
warns, “We are reading the texts in a different world, a world that has learned 
from Freud and from various literary schools of interpretation to see sex lurking 
everywhere as an underlying motive or theme. Medieval people may not have 
seen things this way.”'' Approaching the red mouth motif as a manifestation of 
castration fear and sublimation can provide an explanation that is under- 
standable to post-modern minds and reflects post-Freudian concerns. Although 
the mouth and genitals are frequently confounded in pre-modern discourses, 
such parallels are not reduced solely to visual similarity, as they would be in 
psychoanalytic interpretations. For example, it is rather the cause-and-effect or 


of castration, sublimation enables an artist to give expression to his desires through the 
creative process. Freud, “Leonardo,” 107. It signifies a shift of interest away from the genitals, 
since Freud sees discomfort with the genitals and sexual functions (genitals as “pudenda,” as 
“objects of shame”) as a corollary of the civilizing process. Freud, “Three Essays,” 156-157; 
Freud, “Leonardo,” 96. To use Arango’s somewhat simplistic summary, men who do not have 
access to the woman’s sexual organs often displace their longings to the areas allowed by 
conscience, particularly to her face, thus “transforming their desire to copulate into con- 
templative pleasures.” Arango, Dirty Words, 138. 

8 Schultz, Courtly Love, 1-8. 

9 Moi, “From Femininity to Finitude,” 866. 

10 Cf. Karras, Sexuality, 15; Patterson, “Chaucer’s Pardoner,” 638 - 680; Schultz, Courtly Love. 
For objections to the historicist perspective see Scala, “Historicists and Their Discontents,” 
108-131; Marshall, “Psychoanalyzing the Prepsychoanalytic Subject,” 1207-1216. A more 
recent addition to this discussion is Partner, “The Hidden Self,” 42 - 64, in which she defends 
the usefulness of psychoanalysis for pre-modern historiography. 

11 Karras, Sexuality, 15. 
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functional connection that is more prominent in medical writings, medieval 
folklore, and comic tales such as Old French fabliaux, Chaucer’s Miller’s Tale, or 
the early-modern German Fastnachtspiele.'” The bawdy and oftentimes mi- 
sogynist style of many of these stories allows for the most direct and unabashed 
treatment of this theme, confounding all female orifices into one big genital or 
virtually placing a woman’s mouth between her legs as a symbol of utmost 
immoderation—be it in speech, food, drink, or sexual activity. In contrast, 
medieval courtly literature is more likely to hide behind euphemisms and make 
use of the convention known as the quinque lineae amoris (“five stages of love”). 
Even though these aristocratic texts are strikingly different in their style and 
language from the explicit and often crass fabliaux, the ultimate outcome of their 
strategy is the same—the activity of one orifice inevitably leads to or symbolizes 
the fall of the other. The author’s hints or contextual clues make it clear that the 
audience’s appreciation of the work’s cheeky humor depends on its ability and 
willingness to make this connection. 

To return to pre-modern evidence does not mean to fall into the trap of what 
Nancy Partner calls “ascribing the mental life of early infancy to the Middle 
Ages.”'” Neither is it intended as an acceptance of an unsurpassable abyss be- 
tween the past and the present, a categorical rejection of any similarities in the 
emotional and rational structure between medieval and modern people. The 
goal of seeking answers in medieval discourses is first and foremost to examine 
these old texts on their own terms, to hear what they say before interpreting what 
they might mean to us. As it is in ours today, sex was intricately woven into the 
fabric of the medieval universe. For this reason, it is important to understand the 
sexual symbolism of the female mouth in its own historical context and not as a 
product of the modern yearning to see “how a medieval text could satisfy 
modern [...] preoccupations [with sexuality] .”'* 


12 See Bishop, “Of Goddes pryvetee,“ 231-246; Müller, Schwert und Scheide. 

13 Partner, “Hidden Self,” 43. 

14 Patterson, “Chaucer’s Pardoner,” 657. Manfred Lurker’s Wörterbuch der Symbolik supports 
my argument that the association between the mouth and the genitals is very old. In the 
article entry for “Mund” (“mouth”), Lurker mentions, for example, an ancient Hindu myth 
where mouth appears to function as areproductive organ. He also points out the world-wide 
popularity ofthis metonymic imagery: “Eine sexuelle Symbolbedeutung (M[und]=Vagina) 
findet sich bei zahlreichen Völkern wie z.B. bei den Chinesen.” See Lurker, Wörterbuch der 
Symbolik, 495. 
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Mouths That Matter: Medieval Literary Constructions of Gender 


As James A. Schultz’s recent study demonstrates, medieval German texts seem to 
treat human beauty in a rather peculiar way. Of course, both ladies and knights 
are at all times strikingly radiant; yet, as Schultz points out, there seems to be an 
unexpected and puzzling similarity between the physical descriptions of male 
and female characters.” In fact, the evidence provided by the major Arthurian 
romances, heroic epic, and courtly love poetry uncovers bodies that “turn out to 
be virtually the same” and “not marked morphologically as male or female.”'° 
Men and women in these works appear to find one another attractive and be 
accepted by the audience as such not because of the impressive size of their 
perfectly shaped breasts or pectoral muscles, but rather thanks to the class that 
the physical body reveals, to its manifest nobility: 


Bodies differ in visible ways because they are noble or because they are beautiful (for 
which their nobility is a prerequisite). The nobility and the beauty of the desirable body 
are culturally visible in the morphology of the body itself. The sex of the desirable body 
is not. [...] While the sex of the desirable body is not culturally visible, the gender of the 
desirable body is.” 


As a result of what appears to be a purposeful move away from body difference in 
Old French texts to body sameness in the MHG tradition,'” gender is constructed 
through the rhetorical elaboration of beauty or with the help of clothes. If the 
garments “disclose the body,” inviting the spectator’s gaze to linger over its hips 
and sides, then the body is recognizable as a woman’s; but if the clothing 
accentuates the person’s shapely calves, it is guaranteed to be worn by a man.” 

The primary (genitals) and secondary (breasts, beards, muscles) sexual 
characteristics are not the only things that seem to be of little interest to MHG 
writers; the very standard of beauty used by the characters of both genders is 
said to be uniform. Exactly the same features mark both courtly heroes and 
heroines as attractive; they are all distinguished by a rosy complexion, red lips, 
and “display an identical radiance or identical virtues.”” “Men’s and women’s 
lips,” says Schultz, “are equal in color, shape, and the flames to which they are 


15 Schultz addresses this topic in the article “Bodies That Don’t Matter,” 91-110; and most 
recently in Courtly Love, esp. 17-47. 

16 Schultz, Courtly Love, 22. Also see Schultz, “Bodies That Don’t Matter,” 95. 

17 Schultz, “Bodies That Don’t Matter,” 96. 

18 Schultz, Courtly Love, 46. Also see pp. 22, 45, 79-98. Schultz even coins a specific term— 
“aristophilia”—to describe the medieval admiration of nobility. 

19 Schultz, “Bodies That Don’t Matter,” 98-99; Schultz, Courtly Love, 40-42. Cf. also: “The 


aphrodisiac body, which is static [...] can be inflected for gender but is basically the same for 
men and women.” Schultz, Courtly Love, 91. 
20 Ibid., 91. 


Open-Access-Publikation im Sinne der CC-Lizenz BY-NC-ND 4.0 
© 2014, V& unipress GmbH, Gottingen 
ISBN Print: 9783847101192 - ISBN E-Lib: 9783737001199 


Medieval Literary Constructions of Gender 35 


likened, and the torment they bring members of the other sex.””' These con- 
clusions appear to be supported by medieval manuscript illuminations com- 
monly depicting men and women in avery similar manner as well. As in literary 
works, the two can be distinguished only by their hairstyles, the clothing they 
wear, or the activities they perform. Neither their bodies nor their faces reveal 
any characteristics we would expect to find in each sex. In addition, men and 
women alike display equally tiny, equally red, and equally tightly shut mouths. 
And yet, while such traits as a perfectly shaped nose, bright eyes, or a radiant 
complexion are indeed a must for either a male or female body to be considered 
beautiful, certain elements, such as the red mouth, prove to be much more 
ubiquitous in descriptions of women. Schultz sees this merely as a greater 
rhetorical elaboration of female beauty, as a “difference of degree,” not of 
“kind.”” To me, however, the striking majority of red-mouthed heroines, the 
erotic context that frequently accompanies the red-mouth motif, and the par- 
allels and insinuations like Der Teichner’s all suggest that the medieval audience 
indeed made a distinction between male and female mouths, which has several 
important repercussions for understanding the literary use of this motif. Firstly, 
this distinction can account for the attention given to the mouth in works that 
feature only women, as is the case with courtly love poetry. Male-voiced songs 
are unidirectional in their perspective, featuring only female bodies and thus 
providing no opportunity for comparison. Secondly, if the attractive mouth is 
indeed perceived to be more of a feminine attribute than a masculine one, we 
might ask what is at stake when the audience’s attention is drawn to it. 

A purely statistical analysis of how frequently the red mouth indicates the 
presence of a beautiful female body compared to a male one produces a rough 
proportion of 2:1. For example, in Wolfram von Eschenbach’s Parzival, ten 
female characters offer a stark contrast to only five men.” This pattern repeats in 
his Willehalm, where the image is used once for a male hero (Vivianz, v. 49,15), 
but twice in reference to women (Alize, v. 180,9 and Gyburg, v. 229,22).” 
Hartmann von Aue’s Gregorius is said in his infancy to have a sweet (rather than 
red) mouth that turns “pale and cold” after long year of self-inflicted penance;” 
however, here again it is balanced out with an example of its female counter- 


21 Ibid., 36. 

22 Ibid., 36-37. 

23 Male characters include Parzival, Gahmuret, Gawan, Feirefiz, and a young page, a relative of 
Gawan’s. The women whose mouths are emphasized in Parzival are essentially all principal 
female characters: Herzeloyde, Sigune, Condwiramurs, Cunneware, Liaze, Jeschute, Orge- 
luse, Antikonie, Itonje, and as a contrast to them, Cundrie. All MHG quotes of Parzival come 
from Wolfram von Eschenbach, Parzival. 

24 Wolfram von Eschenbach, Willehalm. Titurel. 

25 Gregorius, vv. 1038-1039 and 3437-3438 respectively. 
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part—that of Gregorius’s mother and wife.” Conspicuously, only the ladies’ lips 
are mentioned in Hartmann’s courtly romance Iwein—in the case of the damsel 
seeking justice from her sister at Arthur’s court” and that of Iwein’s wife Lau- 
dine.” And it is impossible to forget the description of Enite’s beauty in Hart- 
mann’s Erec. Her mouth stands out like a red rose against the background of her 
rosy-white complexion: 


der wunsch was an ir garwe. 

als der rösen varwe 

under wize liljen giizze, 

und daz zesamene vlüzze, 

und daz der munt begarwe 

waere von résen varwen, 

dem gelichete sich ir lip. (Erec, vv. 1700-1706) 


She was all that one could desire. If the color of roses were poured among white lilies 
and mixed together in such a way that the mouth was entirely the color of roses—that’s 
what her body looked like. 


Add to this pantheon of heroes and heroines Gottfried von Strassburg’s Tristan, 
who is indeed said to have a red mouth (“sin munt was rehte rösenröt,” Tristan, v. 
3334).”? However, women’s mouths are featured more often again, this time in 
the descriptions of the protagonist’s mother, Blanscheflur, and his lover, Isolde 
of Ireland. In Blanscheflur’s case, the very image is evoked twice: when the 
audience hears a detailed description of her beauty as seen through her courtly 
lover Riwalin’s eyes (Tristan, vv. 925 - 928) and in the important scene of the two 
lovers’ physical reunion, discussed in detail later in this chapter. For her part, the 
beautiful Isolde is said to have a “sweet mouth” (siiezer munt) (Tristan, v. 11975) 
that “swells up” (MHG úf swellen), which signals her falling in love with the 
protagonist. The beauty of the orifice is emphasized again in the most voy- 
euristic description of the heroine in the Love Grotto episode (Book XXVII). 
When her jealous husband King Marke discovers the two lovers sleeping in the 
forest, it is only the woman’s beauty that Gottfried cares to mention, paying 
particular attention to her red lips—glowing like fire and accentuated by a stray 
ray of sun playing on her face.” 


26 Ibid., v. 371. 

27 “diu suoze gemuote, / diu niuwan süezes kunde, / mit rötsüezem munde / lachte si die swester 
an” (“The sweet-natured one, who knew nothing but what was good, smiled at her sister with 
her sweet red mouth,” Iwein, vv. 7300-7304). Quoted according to Hartmann von Aue, 
Iwein. 

28 Cf. Lunete’s reference to Laudine’s “sweet mouth” (Iwein, vv. 7895 - 7900). 

29 All MHG quotations come from Gottfried von Strassburg, Tristan. 

30 “ir munt der viurete und bran / rehte alse ein glüjender kol” (“Her mouth flashed and burned 
like glowing coals,” Tristan, vv. 17568 - 17569); “ein cleinez straemelin [...] / daz gleste ir tif 
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The mouth functions as an inherent attribute of an attractive female body, 
while it is seldom emphasized in this capacity and to such a degree for men. 
When one examines the references to men in medieval courtly epic, two sce- 
narios stand out: descriptions of male characters who are explicitly marked as 
young, or when they are observed and admired by women.” Besides Gahmuret, 
Parzival, Gawan, Feierfiz, and a minor secondary character, no other brave and 
masculine knights in Wolfram von Eschenbach’s Parzival—even those who are 
described quite elaborately—can boast a vivid description of an attractive red 
mouth. This is true for Ither, Count Orilus, or Arthur himself (to say nothing 
about dozens of other random and glamorous male characters). A very telling 
example is Ither, the famous Red Knight, so shamefully slain by the fool Parzival. 
Wolfram pays a great deal of attention to his appearance, depicting him as truly 
imposing and at the peak of his manly beauty. However, it is not his mouth’s 
redness that captivates the onlookers, but rather that of Ither’s armor and hair, 
offering a stark contrast to his white skin. The narrator paints a vivid picture ofa 
magnificent warrior, both in life and in death,” but he never mentions his 
mouth: 


ez was Ithér von Gaheviez: 

den réten ritter man in hiez. 

Sin harnasch was gar sö röt 

daz ez den ougen roete bot: 

sin ors was röt unde snel, 

al röt was sin gügerel, 

rôt samit was sin covertiur, 

sin schilt noch roeter danne ein viur, 
al röt was sin kursit 

und wol an in gesniten wit, 

röt was sin schaft, röt was sin sper, 
al röt nach des heldes ger 

was im sin swert geroetet, 

näch der scherpfe iedoch geloetet. 
der künec von Kukümerlant, 

al röt von golde üf siner hant 
stuont ein kopf vil wol ergraben, 


ir hiufelin, / üf ir kinne und df ir munt” (“A little ray [...] shined on her cheek, on her chin 

and on her mouth,” Tristan, vv. 17577 - 17579). A red mouth is also present in Heinrich von 

Veldeke’s description of Lavinia in Eneasroman, vv. 56, 21-25. 

The only exceptions to this rule that I found are the references to Feirefiz’ mouth in Parzival 

(v. 758, 19) and Gregorius’ pale mouth (Gregorius, vv. 3437 - 3438). 

32 “Der was doch töt sö minneclich” ‘Ither looked so handsome for all that he was dead’ (v. 159, 
7). Henceforth, English translations for Parzival are cited according to A. T. Hatto’s trans- 
lation of Wolfram von Eschenbach’s Parzival (see “Frequently Used Abbreviations”). Here 
see Hatto, Parzival, 90. 
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ob tavelrunder tf erhaben. 
Blanc was sin vel, röt was sin har. (Parzival, vv. 145,15 - 146,3) 


His gear was so red that it infected the eye with its redness! His charger was a swift 
sorrel, its criniére red all over, its trappers were of red samite, his shield redder than fire. 
His surcoat, well and amply cut to his figure, was all red. Lance-head and shaft were 
both of them red. The warrior’s sword was all red as he had wished it, but well hardened 
at its edges. And the finely chased goblet which this King of Cucumerlant had standing 
in his hand, having seized it from the Table Round, was entirely of red gold. His skin was 
white, his hair red.” 


Ither’s beauty is important, but its role is to emphasize his splendor as a warrior 
and the overall redness of his attire, which captivates the young and foolish 
protagonist Parzival to such an extent that he is willing to kill his own kin—albeit 
unknowingly—for it. 

Similarly, a red mouth is never a component of beauty in the case of yet 
another mature and glorious courtier, Count Orilus. Instead, he is presented as 
“der vürste wert unt erkant” (“the noble and illustrious prince”). The only time 
his red lips are mentioned at all is in battle, when Parzival’s strike causes his nose 
to bleed, thus coloring his mouth: 


swie daz bluot von der nasen 
den munt im hete gemachet röt, 
si [Jeschute] kuste in dé er kus geböt. (Parzival, vv. 268,19 - 24) 


Although the blood from his nose had dyed his mouth red, Jeschute kissed him as he 
offered her a kiss.” 


The redness of Orilus’s mouth has nothing to do with beauty. In fact, here it is 
precisely the opposite—a site that is supposed to provoke revulsion rather than 
admiration, expressed with the help of swie (“although, even though”). His 
faithful wife Jeschute overcomes this revulsion by returning her husband’s kiss 
despite the blood on his face. It is in this blood that the narrator and the audience 
are truly interested, which together with grime bespeaks his manliness and his 
toughness as a warrior. Even though Orilus loses, the acquired redness of his lips 
proves him to be a worthy opponent for the epic’s protagonist Parzival. 

The male characters who are described as having red mouths—the irresis- 
tible Gahmuret, his even more irresistible son Parzival, or the paragon of male 
beauty, Tristan—display their prominent attribute in two peculiar situations. 
First, in all three cases, the narrator emphasizes their youth. All of them are 


33 Ibid., 84. 

34 Parzival, v. 133,3; Hatto, Parzival, 141. Cf. also: “der stolze Orilus” (“proud/ noble Orilus,” 
Parzival, v. 133,5). 

35 Hatto, Parzival, 142. 
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portrayed as beardless and extremely young, particularly Parzival. The two 
descriptions of his red mouth— while in Gurnemanz’s care (Parzival, v. 168,20) 
and in the Grail Castle (Parzival, v. 244,8)—are accompanied by references to his 
tender age. On the former occasion, the knight is presented as “der junge werde 
stieze man” ‘the charming young noble man” (Parzival, vv. 166,28 - 29), and on 
the latter, the mouth is mentioned amidst praises of his beardless child-like 
beauty: “Ouch vuogten in gedanke nôt, / daz im sin munt was sô rôt / unt daz vor 
jugende niemen dran / kés gein einer halben gran” (“Moreover thoughts of his 
red mouth and of his being so young that not even half a bristle could be detected 
in his face, caused them [the ladies] many a pang,” Parzival, vv. 244,7 - 1).” In 
Gottfried’s text, Tristan’s mouth, rehte rösenröt (“as red as rose,” Tristan, v. 
3334),” is similarly admired when accompanied by the references to his tender 
age, such as junger (Tristan, v. 2238), jungelinc (Tristan, v. 2240), and kint.” In 
the episode when Tristan is kidnapped by treacherous merchants, the heroes and 
his foster-brothers are explicitly called “children” (kint): 


biz zwei des marschalkes kint 

(wan kint der dinge vlizec sint) 

under in zwein wurden in ein, 

daz si Tristanden zuo z’in zwein 

ir wanbrouder, nämen... (Tristan, vv. 2169-2173) 


At last two of the Marshal’s children [for children are much given to such things] 
decided to take Tristan, their supposed brother, with them as a third...” 


Finally, yet another possessor of an attractive mouth, Flore in Konrad Fleck’s 
Flore und Blanscheflur, is the epitome of youth. The story of his life and his love 
for Blanscheflur encompasses the span of only fifteen years, from the moment 
the children fall in love in their cribs until they are finally reunited and married at 
the end of the tale. Throughout the tale, Flore is repeatedly marked as a child 
(daz kint), ona few occasions as junkherre and jungelinc, and most interestingly, 
as der kindesche man, an almost oxymoronic expression meaning “man- 


36 Hatto, Parzival, 94. 

37 My emphasis. Hatto, Parzival, 129. In addition, the red mouth seems to be a genetic marker of 
Gahmuret’s line in this romance: both of his sons inherit it, even the black-and-white Moor 
Feierfiz (v. 758,19). Conspicuously, the description of the little page, an obscure secondary 
character and a distant relative of Gawan, does not include a reference to the color of his 
mouth, only to its handsome appearance: “Lyäze was des kindes base. / sin munt, sin ougen 
unt sin nase / was reht der minne kerne” (“Liaze was the child’s aunt. His mouth, eyes, and 
nose were Love’s true kernel”). Parzival, vv. 429,23 -25; Hatto, Parzival, 220. 

38 As translated by A. H. Hatto in Hatto, Tristan, 85 (see “Frequently Used Abbreviations”). 

39 Cf. Tristan, vv. 2282-2283, 2238, 2689, 2753, 3145, 3273. 

40 My translation. In order to avoid repetition, Hatto translates the first reference to kint as 
“sons” and the second as “boys.” Hatto, Tristan, 72. 
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child.” In fact, such repeated references to his youth really irritate Flore, 
making him protest on one occasion, “doch dunket ir mich ein kint” (“You still 
think of me as a child,” Flore, v. 4064). It is not until the last quarter of the work 
that Flore is finally accepted as a man, and only after passing the test of true 
maturity when he rejects Blanscheflur’s offer to die instead of him. 

The second context in which the description of a male character’s mouth is 
frequently found is when he is said to be watched and desired by women.” As 
Gahmuret proudly parades on horseback in Wolfram von Eschenbach’s epic, the 
crowd admires his ruby-red mouth and other beautiful body parts.” This leads 
to a peculiar battle in which two powerful queens— Queen Herzeloyde and the 
Queen of France (Parzival, vv. 63,16-18)—fight over his love in a clear and 
unusual reversal of traditional gender roles. Both references to Parzival’s lips 
occur in a similar situation when the hero is closely observed or gazed at, first by 
the female members of Gurnemanz’s household and later by the ladies in the 
Grail castle. Sandra Summers’s analysis of the bathtub episode demonstrates 
that Parzival is feminized “or, at least ambiguously gendered” by his naked body 
and his red lips.“ Finally, in Gawan’s case the image is used again when he is 
described as seen through the maidens’ eyes (Parzival, v. 575, 21). Even if the 
male bodies are not entirely feminized in these episodes, their tender age or their 
depiction as passive objects of a gaze place them in a position typically occupied 
by women: on display, their every limb and movement carefully watched and 
evaluated. The relatively small number of such male characters also suggests that 
the red mouth is a gendered characteristic that is more likely to be a part of the 
feminine beauty ideal. 

In contrast, female beauty is inseparable from the image of the red mouth. 
Konrad Fleck’s Flore is conspicuously mistaken for a girl when discovered in bed 
by a servant, the confusion resulting from the boy’s feminine beauty, which is 
emphasized throughout the work.” Among women, Parzival’s cousin Sigune is 
presented as “she of the red lips.” Her mouth plays a crucial role in her de- 
piction as a worldly, courtly, beautiful, and sexually attractive young woman. It is 
what men notice first when they gaze at her countenance. When she willingly 


41 Cf. daz kint: Flore, vv. 1390, 1940 - 1941, 3224, 3895, 4064, 4966 - 4967, 5457; junkherre: Flore, 
vv. 3024, 3065, 5100; jungelinc: Flore, vv. 3059, 3064, 5254, 5530, 6543, 6666; der kindesche 
man: Flore, vv. 2552-2556, 5013-5017. For a detailed study of Fleck’s work see Altpeter- 
Jones, “Trafficking in Goods and Women.” 

42 For a recent study of the role and power of women’s gaze in Middle High German literature 
see Summers, “Frouwen schouwen.” 

43 Parzival, v. 75,30; Hatto, Parzival, 43. 

44 Summers, “Frouwen schouwen,” 165. Schultz also admits that male beauty is mentioned 
when women gaze at it. Schultz, Courtly Love, 35. 

45 Cf. Flore, vv. 1834-1847 and 6819 - 6864. 

46 Hatto, Parzival, 81. Cf. “ir röter munt sprach sunder twäl,” Parzival, v. 140,15. 
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separates herself from the world and dedicates her body and soul to God—thus 
becoming sexually unavailable and physically wasted—this very important at- 
tribute finally loses its charm: “ir dicker munt heiz röt gevar / was dö erblichen 
unde bleich” (“Her full, hot, red lips were withered and blenched now that joy of 
this world had deserted her,” Parzival, vv. 435, 26 -27).”” Parzival is so shocked 
by Sigune’s transformation that he even exclaims in grief, specifically focusing 
on the paleness of her mouth rather than on her overall haggard appearance: 
“Oh woe, where are your red lips?” (“Owé war kom din röter munt?” Parzival, v. 
252, 27). 

The role of the mouth in medieval perceptions of feminine beauty becomes 
even clearer in the depictions of the attractive Duchess Jeschute and the hideous 
Sorceress Cundrie. When Duchess Jeschute lies semi-naked in the forest, it is not 
her voluptuous body to which the audience’s mental eye is drawn first, but to 
“Love’s blazon—a mouth of translucent red, torment to the hearts of amorous 
knights”** (“der minne wäfen, / [ein] munt durchliuhtic rôt, / und gerndes ritters 
herzen nôt,” Parzival, vv. 130,4-6). Wolfram does not stop here, however, but 
continues: 


innen des diu vrouwe slief, 

der munt ir von einandes lief; 

der truoc der minne hitze viur. 

sus lac des wunsches äventiur. 

von snéwizem beine 

nähe bi ein ander cleine, 

sus stunden ir die liehten zene. 

ich waen mich iemen küssens wene 

an ein sus wol gelobten munt: 

daz ist mir selten worden kunt. (Parzival, vv. 130,7 - 16) 


She slept with parted lips that wore the flames of Love’s hot fire. Thus lay the loveliest 
challenge to adventure imaginable! Her gleaming close-set teeth lay in neat rows of 


snow-white ivory. [I fancy none will accustom me to kissing so well praised a mouth! 
]° 


Such things never come my way. 
Wolfram emphasizes Jeschute’s irresistible sex appeal by calling her des 
wunsches äventiur. Spiewock’s German translation of the phrase as “ein wahres 
Wunder an Vollkommenheit” (“true wonder of perfection”) deprives the met- 
aphor of its double entendre, a technique that Wolfram uses so skillfully 
throughout the work. A.T. Hatto’s English translation, however, reproduces this 
play on words much more accurately. While the MHG word äventiure can mean 


47 Hatto, Parzival, 223. 
48 Ibid., 76. 
49 Ibid. 
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“wonder” (Germ. Wunder), its other, more primary meanings include “ad- 
venture” (Germ. Abenteuer) and “challenge” (Germ. Wagnis, Herausforder- 
ung).’' Jeschute thus represents not merely a wonder of perfection, but a perfect 
adventure or a perfect challenge. It is quite obvious what kind of adventure 
would be on a man’s mind if he stumbled upon a semi-naked, red-mouthed 
sleeping beauty lying alone in the woods. The medieval public both outside and 
within the universe of the text clearly knows this too. The former perceives 
Parzival’s attack as humorous because its expectations are subverted; the latter, 
represented by Jeschute’s husband Orilus, condemns the heroine to long days of 
punishment for a suspected transgression. The assumption in this episode is that 
the woman’s charming mouth would cause a man to lose his head. 

Consequently, when Jeschute’s enraged husband Orilus suspects infidelity 
and threatens his wife with the harshest treatment possible, he promises that the 
first thing she will lose will be the color of her mouth, the symbol of her erotic 
power: “I will make your red lips fade and teach their color to your eyes” (“ich sol 
velwen iuweren röten munt, / [und] iuwern ougen machen roete kunt,” Parzival, 
vv. 135,5-6).” It is important, however, that even Orilus’s harsh treatment fails 
to extinguish Jeschute’s sex appeal, for unlike those of the recluse Sigune, this 
innocent woman’s charms do not diminish despite the physical deprivation she 
has to endure. When Parzival meets the couple in the forest,” Jeschute’s mouth 
strikes him as being as red as ever—the primary proof of her beauty—in stark 
contrast to her tattered and torn appearance, her undignified saddle, and her 
half-dead horse: “Wherever she had it from, her lips were red, their colour was 
such that you could have struck fire from them” (“swie ez ie kom, ir munt was 
rôt: / der muose alsölhe varwe tragen, / man hete viur wol drüz geslagen,” 
Parzival, vv. 257,18 - 20). 

All sexually attractive women in Wolfram’s Parzival are described as having 
red lips. Cunneware, Liaze, and Itonje are said to have sweet lips or lips as red as 
fire; so does Condwiramurs as she kisses Parzival in her castle of Belrepeire;” 
and so do the maidens in the Grail castle, Orgeluse, and the daughters of the 
pilgrim whom Parzival meets on his way to Trevrizent.” And of course, one 
cannot forget Antikonie, whose behavior differs substantially from the way it is 


50 Lexer, HW 3:997. 

51 Hennig, Kleines Mittelhochdeutsches Wörterbuch, 16; Lexer, HW 1:105. 

52 Hatto, Parzival, 79. 

53 Cf. Wolfram’s extremely sensual description of Jeschute’s body gleaming through the holes 
in her rags. Parzival, vv. 257,10 ff. 

54 Hatto, Parzival, 136. 

55 Parzival, vv. 151,19 (minneclicher munt); also vv. 176,9 and 631,12. 

56 Ibid., v. 187,3 and also later in v. 807,5. 

57 Ibid., vv. 233,4; 729,1; and 449,28. 
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described in Chrétien de Troyes’ version of the story. Wolfram untiringly em- 
phasizes Antikonie’s virtue and thus presents his heroine in a more favorable 
light compared to her Old French counterpart. By doing so, he plays with the 
audience’s anticipation that a description of the woman’s indiscretion must 
inevitably follow; for anybody hearing the triple reference to Antikonie’s se- 
ductive red mouth" would understand why Gawan’s hand could so boldly stray 
under her skirt and stroke her thigh.” The beauty of all these physically perfect 
and sexually attractive characters contrasts with the monstrous body of Cundrie 
the sorceress, the paragon of ugliness, who curses Parzival at King Arthur’s 
court. Befitting her overall appearance, her mouth is said to be as “bluish [as] a 
violet” (“ir munt gap schin / als ein viol weitin,” Parzival, vv. 780, 21-22). In all of 
these cases, the references to the orifice occur in the midst of detailed head-to- 
toe descriptions, when the lady functions as the object of the male gaze. The red 
mouth is thus a crucial element in constructing the ideal of noble and desirable 
femininity.” 

Like other texts, Ulrich von Liechtenstein’s Frauendienst (abbreviated as FD) 
abounds with descriptions of beautiful women endowed with beautiful and 
sensual mouths.‘' Disguised as Lady Venus in his travels, Ulrich meets many 
noble ladies, and all are described as having red lips. This image, however, is 
never evoked to describe the knights against whom he fights, nor is it mentioned 
as part of Ulrich’s own appearance: 


indes chom der potestat 

hin zuo den vrowen als man bat, 

da gruozt in sa an der stunt 

vil manic rosenvarber munt. [...] 
mit manger schoenen vrowen segen 


58 Ibid., vv. 405,16 -21; 409,25; and 426,9 - 427,1; Hatto, Parzival, 208, 210, 218. 

59 Hatto, Parzival, 208 - 209. 

60 Interestingly, the most common description of Orgeluse—the most powerful female char- 
acter in this work—is “sweet lips” (Parzival, vv. 509,12; 515,12; 622, 28; Hatto, Parzival, 259, 
262, 312). The first two references, however, serve less to depict Orgeluse’s loveliness than to 
provide the contrast between her angelic face and the viciousness of the words issuing from 
her mouth. The third reference deals more with her appearance, describing her fair skin and 
her sweet lips. There is only one reference to Orgeluse’s red mouth (“ir süezer munt röt 
gevar,” Parzival, v. 729,18) when she has to bestow a kiss of forgiveness and peace on her 
persistent wooer Gramoflanz at the end of the epic, thus coinciding with the beginning of her 
transformation into a more traditional courtly lady. 

For example, the maiden welcoming Ulrich: “Do mich diu reine guote sach, / diu schoene uz 
rotem munde sprach...” (“As the pure and good [maiden] saw me, the beautiful one spoke 
with her red mouth,” FD, vv. 565,1-2). (My translation.) All MHG quotations come from 
Ulrich von Liechtenstein, Frauendienst. For a thorough analysis of laughter in Frauendienst, 
see Perfetti, Women and Laughter, 126 - 167. 
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wurd wir gesegent an der stunt, 
daz tet manch rosen roter munt. (FD, vv. 501,5-8; 516,6-8) 


The magistrate arrived meanwhile 
among the ladies. With a smile 

each warmly welcomed him and said 

a greeting with her lips so red. [...] 

The pretty ladies who were near 

said prayers that there would be no slips. 
These came from many rose-red lips.” 


Frauendienst proves to be the work where Schultz’s theory of identical, non- 
gendered beauty (at least facial beauty) fails. In order to conceal his manliness 
and his own mouth during his travels as Lady Venus, Ulrich has to wear a veil 
over his face at all times. Tellingly, his farce falls through precisely when he is 
compelled to lift his veil for a kiss of peace after the Mass: 


Daz pece ab einem buoch ich nam 
verbunden gar, daz doch niht zam; 
der grevinne bot ich ez da. 

diu hoch geborn diu sprach sa: 

“ir sult die risen fürder nemen, 

so mac daz pece mir gezemen.” 
zehant do si daz wort gesprach, 

die risen ich von dem munde prach. 
Diu schoene lachen des began, 

si sprach: “wie nu, ir sit ein man? 
daz han ich kürzlich wol gesehen; 
was danne? der kus sol doch geschehen...” (FD, vv. 537,1 - 538,4) 


I got the peace kiss from a book 

but through my veil, which didn’t look 
quite right. I wished to pass the kiss 
on to the countess; she said this: 
“You'll have to move the veil aside 

for such a kiss I can’t abide.” 

When she spoke thus I did not quail 
but from my lips drew back the veil. 
The charming lady then began 

to laugh and said, “Why you’re a man! 
I caught a glimpse of you just now. 
What then? I’ll kiss you anyhow...”” 


62 As translated in Ulrich von Liechtenstein, Service of Ladies, 105. 
63 Ulrich von Liechtentein, Service of Ladies, 110. 
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There is little doubt that despite his feminine attire, Ulrich’s maleness is widely 
suspected even before this discovery. Although the knight is proud of his efforts 
to appear womanly and well-behaved (blide) in church, the laughter of those 
present at the Mass proves that despite his efforts, they are able to tell a man in 
woman’s clothes: 


min opfer ich so blide an vie, 

do ich her von dem opfer gie, 

daz man daz pece sa dar truoc, 

gelachet wart des da genuoc. (FD, vv. 536,5 -8) 


Itripped along so feminine 
they laughed—the women and the men. 
The kiss of peace was started then.” 


Even so, everybody in this work honors the convention and treats the figure in a 
female dress like a woman. The people whom Ulrich meets enjoy and encourage 
his game of pretense. The knight’s gender becomes problematic only when his 
masculinity is confirmed visually. He is betrayed not by his body or his man- 
nerisms, but rather by his face and, more precisely, his lips, no longer hidden by a 
veil. 

Sarah Westphal’s study of a similar description in Heinrich von Veldeke’s 
Eneasroman is helpful in understanding the function of the veil. Camilla, the 
leader of maiden-warriors or Amazons, is described as wearing a sydine riese (“a 
silk veil”) in addition to her helmet. Westphal provides an insightful analysis of 
the word riese (or rise) and determines that Camilla’s veil must have covered the 
bottom half of her face: 


Rise [...] designates “[ein] herabfallendes Kopftuch,” wide enough to be pulled over the 
face to cover cheeks, mouth, and chin. [...] But there is little doubt that the function of 
this veil is to conceal what is normally exposed under Norman helmets and in de- 
scriptions of courtly women: the face, or parts of the face such as the lips, chin, or 
cheeks. 


Camilla is an example of how the bottom half of the woman’s face stimulates 
male libido: “Her nose, mouth, and chin were so lovely that no man, however 
mighty, could see her and not wish she were lying in his arms.”” These features 
attract the onlookers’ attention to the body as a female body. The covering is 
necessary for Camilla to be recognized as a warrior and to leave behind all the 


64 Ibid. Cf. “Der männliche Protagonist [übernimmt] mit den weiblichen Kleidern zugleich die 
Bewegungsnorm und die Einschränkung des weiblichen Körpers.” Bennewitz, “Der Körper 
der Dame,” 232. 

65 Westphal, “Camilla,” 240. 

66 Ibid., 240-241. 

67 As quoted in Ibid., 241. 
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baggage of courtly femininity: “The veil covers the face, itself constructed to 
make tolerable what the viewer cannot bear to see,” says Westphal.” At the same 
time, the paradox of the rise is that it is precisely the veil—a traditional female 
garment—that identifies Camilla and her maiden-warriors as women on the 
battlefield.” The effect of the veil in Camilla’s case is thus twofold: it simulta- 
neously conceals and draws attention to her female body. 

In Ulrich’s case, the rise is serving a similar purpose of covering and dis- 
closing his lower face, especially his mouth, thus both reaffirming his status as a 
woman and making him unrecognizable as a man (even if the courtiers around 
him only pretend that it is working).” The magic of disguise is, however, broken 
when Ulrich has to free his lips to offer the countess the requested kiss. She 
immediately recognizes him as a male, implying that his mouth is not feminine 
enough to deceive her.” The countess’s laughter in this episode is under- 
standable and provoked by the incongruity of the masculine mouth combined 
with the feminine attire and seemingly feminine comportment. The bodies in 
Frauendienst are far from being non-sexed. Ulrich’s lips make visible what was 
intended to be concealed by his gendered clothes and gender-appropriate be- 
havior, and what those participating in the joke feigned not to recognize—the 
real sex of Lady Venus’s body. 

Both traditional courtly romance and Frauendienst, the parodic work ex- 
ploiting the well-known romance conventions, seem to suggest (albeit each in its 
own way) that the mouth is perceived as an important attribute of feminine 
beauty. No doubt, men have mouths, but they are emphasized when the char- 
acters find themselves in a unique position either due to their age or as objects of 
the female gaze. Women’s mouths are mentioned much more often and con- 
stitute, as Sigune, Jeschute, Camilla, Isolde, and a legion of unnamed ladies in 
courtly love lyric prove, a standard component of beautiful femininity. In Ulrich 


68 Ibid. 

69 Ibid. 

70 The idea of disguise is represented by the word verbunden (FD, v. 537,2), which means 
“hidden, disguised, masked, hidden under the visor of a helmet” Lexer, TW, 268. Also cf. 
entry for verbinden in Lexer, HW 3:76: “bindend verdecken, verhiillen, sich das haupt 
verhüllen, sich vermummen, maskieren.” 

71 Ihave not found any indication that Ulrich had a beard or a moustache. In fact, the medieval 
illustrations seldom depict young men with beards (for example, in the Codex Manesse); and 
James A. Schulz points out the same in his study of bodies in Gottfried von Strassburg’s 
Tristan: “There are historical reasons for this. While older men like Rual might have beards, 
the ideal of youthful male beauty in Middle High German (MHG) courtly texts requires 
young men to be beardless.” Schultz, “Bodies,” 93. In his study of medieval childhood, 
Schultz emphasizes the artificial treatment of beards in MHG courtly literature and provides 
an extensive list of examples of beardless men in note 81. See Schultz, Knowledge of Child- 
hood, 120-121. Joachim Bumke also mentions that close shaving was a common custom in 
Germany during the High Middle Ages. See Bumke, Courtly Culture, 149. 
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von Liechtenstein’s case, the protagonist’s true gender identity gets reaffirmed 
despite the fact that his feminine dress conceals both his most obvious ana- 
tomical signs of sex difference and body parts such as legs, which are commonly 
used to construct gender difference in medieval romance. The man’s mouth is 
the body part that betrays him, parodying the topos of the qualitative difference 
between male and female mouths in medieval courtly literature. 


The Two Mouths: Medieval Medical Perspective 


The recognition of similarities between the mouth and female sexual organs has 
a long tradition in medieval medicine and natural philosophy. The fundamental 
difficulty of these texts lies in their lack of a consistent and uniform vocabulary 
to refer to various parts of the female reproductive system. In his enlightening, 
albeit controversial work Making Sex: Body and Gender from the Greek to Freud, 
Thomas Laqueur points out that the very terminology, so ubiquitous today, is, in 
fact, a post-Enlightenment invention: “Until the late seventeenth century, it is 
often impossible to determine, in medical texts, to which part of the female 
reproductive anatomy a particular term applies.”” This opinion is supported by 
Danielle Jacquart and Claude Thomasset, who observe that the failure to use 
uniform language to describe female sexual organs can be traced back to the 
greater interest in the mechanism of reproduction rather than in the precise 
appearance of the body parts, which had in fact remained a puzzle for a long 
time.” 

Revealing its close proximity to religious thought, medieval medical dis- 
course commonly refers to the sexual organs as pudenda, Latin for “shameful 
parts.””* As far as female anatomy is concerned, the uterus is undoubtedly 
treated as the most important part due to its role in the reproductive process, 


72 Laqueur, Making Sex, 96. As Johannes Müller points out, this lack of precision surprisingly 
survives even into the mid-twentieth century. See Müller, Schwert und Scheide, 35. 

73 Jacquart and Thomasset, Sexuality, 25. Laqueur and Jacquart and Thomasset provide a 
fascinating overview of pre-modern medical knowledge of the female reproductive anatomy 
and of religious treatises on the origin of mankind. Laqueur’s study also contains numerous 
useful and rare illustrations. For additional comprehensive overviews of classical and me- 
dieval medical and gynecological literature see Cadden, Meanings of Sex Difference; Green, 
“Female Sexuality,” 127-158; Green, Women’s Healthcare. 

74 Jacquart and Thomasset, Sexuality, 13. Monica Green has examined the changes in how 
medieval medical discourse references the female sexual organs. Through a careful study of 
primary texts, Green points out that a shift occurs around the thirteenth century, where the 
female organs and sexual diseases are seen as “secret parts” and “secrets of women.” See 
Green, “From Diseases,” 6. Green interprets this development as a strategy of concealment 
and indicative of a change in the intended audience for medical texts from female to male 
(12 ff). 
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while the external genitalia receive much less attention overall.” It is telling that 
though the uterus is most frequently referred to as a “womb” or “matrix,” it 
could also be called “vulva”—a term that appears to have been used rather 
broadly to refer to both the uterus and the external sexual organs.”° The writings 
that address the appearance and function of the female genitalia, however, 
demonstrate that medieval physicians realized their semblance to the mouth, 
even though their view went beyond the modern labia-lips equivalence. The 
example that comes closest to the modern analogy can be found in the texts of 
the tenth-century Arabic writer al-Kunna al-Maliki, who observes that the 
vagina possesses the “prolongations of skin called the lips” and “has as its 
function protection of the matrix against the cold air.”” The juxtaposition of the 
two female “mouths” is also present in Western medicine. Kathleen Coyne Kelly 
points out that the correspondence between the orifices can be traced back to 
Greek antiquity. The woman’s body in Greek medical texts is described “as 
always potentially open at both ends, with two sets of lips at rest against each 
other.”’® However, Kelly emphasizes that the modern labia majora and minora 
are not the “lips” that ancient physicians had in mind. “Rather,” she continues, 
“the mouth that they imagined is found further in, at the entrance to the uterus, 
that is, what Galen calls the ‘neck.’””? Pre-modern medicine is clearly aware of 
the visual similarity between the mouth and the genitals, yet it uses different 
criteria than its modern counterpart to separate the interior and exterior 
anatomy. Even though the two sets of “lips” exist, which body part is introduced 
by one of them is not uniformly defined. 

To make things more complex, the relationship between the two organs in 
medieval medical texts is also seen as functional. Like the genitals, the mouth 
leads inside the body, opens it, and introduces interior organs. In the fourth 
century C. E., Oribasius, the compiler of Hippocratic works, observes that “the 


75 The very word labia is not part of the medieval medical vocabulary, since it does not appear 
until 1634, and the terms labia majora and labia minora were only coined in 1838. Merriam- 
Webster, 649. 

76 The word vulva “tended, depending on the authors, to designate either the woman’s external 
genital apparatus taken as a whole, or [...] the womb.” Jacquart and Thomasset, Sexuality, 
24-25. 

77 As quoted in Jacquart and Thomasset, Sexuality, 34. Laqueur points out that the translation 
of the word “lips” may be problematic, but emphasizes that Jacquart and Thomasset do give 
levres (lips) as an alternative translation. Having studied the French edition of their book, 
Laqueur concludes that this translation is indeed justified, since the context makes clear that 
the labia minora are the organs referred to in this passage. See footnote 64 in Laqueur, 
Making Sex, 270. 

78 Kelly, Performing Virginity, 22. 

79 Ibid. 
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genitals lead to the uterus, just like a mouth,”® while Aristotle’s Historia Ani- 
malium and the anonymous treatise On Generation describe the uterus as 
closing like a mouth." In the Middle Ages, Isidore of Seville chooses a linguistic 
method to explain the function of these two orifices. He traces the etymology of 
the word “vulva” to Latin valva, meaning “the door or gateway to the belly”—the 
function that is also characteristic of the mouth.” 

Since both the mouth and the genitals are orifices, the former serves as a point 
of comparison and even a source of vocabulary to refer to the latter. The mouth 
provides medieval teachers and students with a way to talk about the re- 
productive organs, to explain and comprehend their physiology and purpose. 
For example, Jacquard and Thomasset point out that the secretions of the female 
sexual organs are likened to saliva.” Even today one of the connotations of the 
word “mouth” is “orifice,” particularly the orifices of internal organs, such as the 
stomach or uterus.“ The Grimms’ dictionary, for example, specifies: “Mouth, of 
human interior organs; orifice, a mouth of the stomach. Also: a mouth of the 
uterus [womb], cf. cardia; esp. orifice of the uterus.”* This meaning was popular 
in medieval tradition as well.” 

The degree to which the two orifices are fused in the medieval imagination 
and the usefulness of the mouth metaphors for understanding the female re- 
productive system become clear in the writings of the early-fourteenth-century 
physician Henry of Mondeville. In his treatise Chirurgia (1306), Henry provides 
the following description of the pudenda: “[ Vagina] is made in such a way that it 
can open and close at any time; it is called vulva or cunt (vulva vel cunnus). [...] 


80 The Hippocratic work Diseases of Women also calls the entrance to the uterus “the mouth of 
the uterus.” Ibid. 

81 Ibid. 

82 “Vulva vocata quasi valva, id est ianua ventris...” Isidore of Seville, Etymologiarvm, 137. 
Although it is indisputable that in this particular case, Isidore means female womb when he 
uses the word ventris (Genitive case of venter, “belly,” “womb”), it is interesting to point out 
the following meanings of the English word “belly.” According to Merriam-Webster, “belly” 
stands for both “stomach” and “womb/uterus” (see meanings b and d), which demonstrates 
that both the vulva and the mouth can be used to signify the entrance to the belly. Merriam- 
Webster, 105. 

83 Jacquart and Thomasset, Sexuality, 37. 

84 “Mund, öffnung einer höhle.” DWb 12:2683. Also see Duden Deutsches Universalwörterbuch, 
1047; Wahrig, Deutsches Wörterbuch, 2580. For English definitions, see Merriam-Webster: 
“something that resembles a mouth, esp. in affording entrance or exit; as: b: the surface 
opening of an underground cavity.” Merriam-Webster, 761. 

85 “Mund, an menschlichen inneren organen; orificium, dez magen munt. Also: mund der 
gebärmutter, vgl. magenmund; sp. muttermund.” DWb 12:2683. Both Wahrig and Duden 
differentiate between the external and internal Muttermund, i.e., the orifice of the uterus and 
the opening of the vagina respectively. The polysemy is strikingly reminiscent of the am- 
biguous medieval medical terminology. 

86 See BMZ 2.1:235. 
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When the woman is sitting with her thighs parted, it affects the air entering the 
womb, as the uvula does for air entering the mouth.”” The functional con- 
nection between the two orifices in Henry’s work goes even further than the 
“mouth of the womb”; the physiology of the two organs must be similar as well. 
Even more striking is the view of a cause-and-effect connection between the two 
“mouths.” Several of Laqueur’s examples suggest that some medieval natural 
philosophers viewed the link between these orifices as having causal con- 
sequences in the body, as being real. This causality is recognizable in the me- 
dieval belief that if a woman was vomiting blood she would stop if she started to 
menstruate,” or that female singers who did not menstruate must be infertile.” 
Laqueur concludes that these examples illustrate an association “between the 
throat or neck through which air flows and the neck of the womb through which 
the menses passes.” 


[A]ctivity in one detracts from activity in the other. (In fact, metaphorical connections 
between the throat and the cervix/vagina or buccal cavity and pudenda are legion in 
antiquity and still into the nineteenth century.) [...] Put differently, a claim that is made 
in one case as metaphor—the emissions that both a man and a woman deposit in front 
of the neck of the womb are drawn up “with the aid of breath, as with the mouth or 
nostrils”—has literal implications in another: singers are less likely to menstruate.” 


A similarity in function and mutual dependency between the two organs can 
have serious implications for female members of the patriarchal society. The 
woman’s physical characteristics or the activity of her mouth can be interpreted 
as indicators of her sexual behavior and morality. As Ann Hanson and David 
Armstrong’s analysis of Aeschylus illustrates, such assumptions were already 
common in antiquity. The ancient texts establish a firm connection between an 
enlarged neck and the loss of virginity. The female neck in Greek literary works is 
seen as homologous to the neck of the uterus: “First intercourse deepens a 
woman’s voice and enlarges her neck, which corresponds in sympathy to the 
stretching of her lower neck.””' Lisa Perfetti has shown that this belief is not 
limited to the antique world or European Middle Ages, but can also be found in 
medieval Arab texts, warning that a woman with a large mouth also has a large 
vagina and should therefore be avoided.” 

Finally, it is important to point out that medieval sexual vocabulary was not 


87 The insertion in square parentheses belongs to the authors. See Jacquart and Thomasset, 
Sexuality, 45. 

88 Laqueur, Making Sex, 37. 

89 Ibid., 36. 

90 Ibid., 36. 

91 Hanson and Armstrong, “The Virgin’s Voice,” 99. For additional analysis, see Kelly, Per- 
forming Virginity, 161. 

92 Perfetti, Women and Laughter, 9. 
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static, but rather changed over time. Monica Green points out a crucial shift in 
the medieval medical perception of the female reproductive anatomy and dis- 
eases; this occurs around the thirteenth century and leads to the strategy of 
concealment in the matters of female sexuality. The relative comfort with which 
earlier physicians had treated women and their ailments gave way to what Green 
sees as their subsequent “enveloping [...] in a shroud of secrecy” and to the 
appearance of the “secret places” of the female body.” Green traces this shift to 
the changes in the intended audience of medieval medical literature—from the 
predominantly female (midwives) to the male (physicians)—and concludes that 
it is men’s perspective on women’s bodies that rendered the topic secret.” Re- 
markably, the idea of hiddenness linked to female shame is said to have emerged 
in the early-twelfth century, when the ideology of courtliness was on the rise. 
Medical discourse thus cannot be read outside of the larger intellectual culture of 
high- and later-medieval Europe: “Both clerical and secular intellectuals, 
working both in Latin and the vernaculars, readily adopted these new models of 
conceptualizing the female body.”” Green’s study of medical texts and the 
analysis of contemporaneous literary fiction prove that concealment does not at 
all “enshroud women’s bodies with a protective barrier to the male gaze.”” On 
the contrary, it provides medieval writers with the means to talk about female 
sexuality and the license to scrutinize female bodies without appearing in- 
decorous. The link between the two orifices of the woman’s body continues to be 
exploited in literary discourse, creating sexual innuendo and producing addi- 
tional subtexts in these seemingly innocent poetic works. 


The Two Mouths: From Kissing to Sex 


Not unexpectedly, the connection between the two orifices in medieval literary 
tradition is affected by the Christian attitudes that define sexual intercourse as 
sinful and the genitals as shameful. The Early Church Fathers associate women 
with “open mouths” (i.e., talkative women) with lust, as these words by Ter- 
tullian illustrate: “Their God [...] is their belly, and so too what is neighbor to the 
belly.”” Clearly, excessive openness of the mouth is seen as a convincing in- 
dicator of sexual openness, and the sin of one orifice implies the potential 


93 Gradually, the term “secrets of women” becomes normative in academic Latin and provides 
in certain vernacular traditions the standard terminology for referring to the genitals and 
their diseases until the end of the Middle Ages. Green, “Diseases,” 6. 

94 Ibid., 12. 

95 Ibid., 6. 

96 Ibid., 7. 

97 Tertullian, “To His Wife,” 43. 


Open-Access-Publikation im Sinne der CC-Lizenz BY-NC-ND 4.0 
© 2014, V& unipress GmbH, Gottingen 
ISBN Print: 9783847101192 - ISBN E-Lib: 9783737001199 


52 The Two “Mouths” of a Medieval Woman 


transgression of the other. It is not surprising that almost any activity of the 
woman’s mouth can be interpreted as threatening to her chastity, or already 
indicative of its loss. 

In this context, kissing seems to be particularly dangerous. The medieval 
topos of “five stages of love” (quinque lineae amoris), according to Rüdiger 
Schnell, defines kissing as the penultimate step on the path to genital contact.” 
So it is no wonder that medieval proverbial lore would be replete with opinions 
like the one in Chrétien de Troyes’ Perceval: “Fame qui sa boche abandone / Le 
soreplus de legier done” (“A woman who lets herself be kissed easily gives up the 
rest”). Samuel Singer’s multi-volume collection Thesaurus proverbiorum medii 
aevi (TPMA) (1995ff)'” contains proof of the motif’s popularity in the Middle 
Ages. The belief that the woman’s mouth, if used to misbehave, will inevitably 
lead to a transgression of her lower body appears to have been pan-European, 
since similar sayings are found in most languages. They vary from rather dis- 
creet versions, such as Old Norse “Pviat koss lokkar konu til hjüskapar” (“With a 
kiss one entices a woman into a marriage”) to much more blunt Italian “Donna 
basciata, e mezzo guadagnata” (“A kissed woman is half-won”); Old French 
“Car, quant la bouche est assaillie, du demourant on doit doubter” (“Because 
when the mouth is under attack, one has to be also afraid for the rest [of the 
body]”); Portuguese “La muller e a truyta, por la boca se prenden” (“One catches 
a woman and a trout by their mouth”); Spanish “No me hagas besar, no me harás 
pecar” (“Don’t make me kiss [you] [and] you will not make me sin”); Latin and 
Middle High German “Os rubeum quantum tantum quoque sordidat antrum.— 
Ye röter mund, ye beschisser ars” (“The redder the mouth, the dirtier the 
arse”).'”' Lest one think that such proverbial wisdom is merely the earthy 
bluntness of the uncouth, I hasten to point out that among these proverbs some 
were coined by courtly authors, such as Chrétien de Troyes and Chevalier de La 
Tour Landry; yet even these examples do not conceal the negative view of female 
sexuality. Both the Old French and the Middle English versions of La Tour 
Landry’s work openly state, “La baisier est germain du villain fait” (“A kiss is 
related to a bad deed”) and “The kyssynge is nyghe parente and Cosyn vnto the 


98 Schnell, Causa amoris, 26. 
99 As translated in Chrétien de Troyes, The Story of the Grail, 428. 

100 The other primary paremiological reference is Wander, Deutsches Sprichwörter-Lexikon. To 
cite individual examples from these collections throughout my study, I use the following 
system: “WA, II, 1842, Leben 166,” where “WA” or “SI” refers to a particular proverb 
collection (Wander or Singer, respectively), the roman refers to the volume, the following 
Arabic numeral stands for the column (for Wander) or page (for Singer), followed by the 
keyword and, finally, by the number assigned to a particular proverb. 

101 My translations. Respectively SI, VII, 234, Kuss 5-6; SI, VII, 282, Mund 319 and 323; SI, VII, 
234, Kuss 8; SI, VII, 282, Mund 326. Here the two orifices are conflated, which is not 
uncommon in medieval literature. See for example Bishop, “Of Goddes pryvetee.” 
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fowle faytte or dede” (“Kissing is a close relative and a cousin of a foul deed”), 
respectively.'” The meaning of the euphemism “fowle faytte” is obvious: the 
worst “deed” for a young woman is to become sexually active, and foreplay in the 
form of kissing is certainly the wrong path to take. 

In MHG courtly texts, the connection between the sinful activities of the twin 
orifices can be found in Gottfried von Strassburg’s Tristan, Wolfram von 
Eschenbach’s Parzival, Neidhart von Reuenthal’s “Summer Song 15,” and Claus 
von Wizze’s and Phillip Collin’s Niiwe Parzifal (also known as the Rappolsteiner 
Parzival), to name just a few. Parzival’s attack on Jeschute has been read as a 
parody of a love meeting or a rape.'” The possibility of Jeschute’s sexual sur- 
render is clear to society both inside and outside the world of the epic; but while 
the latter has the privilege to appreciate and enjoy the humor resulting from its 
unfulfilled expectations about this scene, the former has to condemn the woman 
for her assumed infidelity. The victim’s husband Orilus expresses his in- 
dignation when his faithful wife confesses that she was kissed against her will 
and robbed of her ring by an unknown wild man. The reason for Orilus’s rage is 
not hatred for the intruder or pity for the loss of the precious jewel, but the kiss 
that leads him to believe his Jeschute has surrendered her whole self to her 
attacker: “Hey, sin lip iu wol gevellet. ir habt iuch ze im gesellet” (“Aha, you like 
him [or his body]! You have become his lover,” Parzival, vv. 133,21-22'). The 
Old French version of the story allows the modern reader to fill in the gaps in 
Orilus’s logic with the help of the notorious proverb, “A woman who lets herself 
be kissed easily gives up the rest.” 

Neidhart von Reuenthal’s “Summer Song 15” presents a similar assumption 
that if a woman receives a kiss, it implies her sexual surrender. Like Neidhart’s 
other “Summer Songs,” this one features a conversation between a young girl 
and her mother, in which they discuss the daughter’s dangerous infatuation with 
a certain knight Riuwenthal. The girl feels sad and preoccupied, because she is 
under what she calls the man’s zouber (“magic, spell, witchcraft”): 


Diu muoter sprach zer tohter: “kumt ez dir von mannes schulden? 
“ja, muoter, ich muoz von der manne schulden zouber dulden: 


102 SI, VII, 234, Kuss 13 and 17. 

103 Cf. Jaeger, Origins of Courtliness, 252; Scaglione, Knights at Court, 159. 

104 My word choice in this verse differs from A. H. Hatto’s commonly accepted translation of 
Parzival and comes closer to Wolfgang Spiewok’s German Reclam edition. Hatto translates 
the word gesellen in the above-mentioned passage as, “You made a pair with him,” which, in 
my mind, is not as strong as the German “sich hingeben” (“to give oneself to somebody”) 
used by Spiewok. According to Lexer, gesellen as a reflexive verb can mean “in Liebes- 
verhältnis treten (auch in obsc. [=obscönem] Sinne)” (“to enter in a love relationship, also 
in the obscene sense of the word”). Lexer, HW 1:909. 
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mich het ein ritter nähen zim gevangen.” 


“Nu sage mir, liebiu tohter min: ist ander iht ergangen?” (SL 15.VL1-4)'” 


The mother spoke to her daughter: “Is it [the daughter’s sadness] because of a man?” 
— “Yes, mother, because of the man I am bewitched. A knight dragged me close to him.” 
— “My dear daughter, tell me now, has anything else happened?” 


In retelling the intimate details of her encounter with the knight, the daughter 
exhibits surprising naiveté and ignorance, unlike many of her equivalents in 
Neidhart’s other songs. Since she seems to have not the slightest understanding 
of what has transpired between her and the man, already obvious in her choice of 
the word zouber (“magic, 
interpret the situation by drawing on her own experience: 


» «cc 


spell”) to describe the event, her mother has to 


“...Er kuste mich; dô het er eine wurzen in dem munde: 
dä von verlös ich alle mine sinne.” 
diu alte sprach: “dů bist niht magt; dich rüerent mannes minne.” (SL 15.VIL,2-4) 


“He kissed me; he had some kind of root (or a plant) in his mouth: I lost all my senses 
because of it.” The old woman said, “You are no longer a virgin; man’s love has touched 
you »106 


The MHG word wurze (“plant,” “herb,” “flower,” “root”) is often used to refer to 
a plant that has medicinal or magical qualities.'” The daughter’s inexperience 
makes her choose an ambiguous image to describe her condition. On the one 
hand, the plant metaphor refers to the man’s tongue, while on the other it is 
intended to account for her stupor (“I lost all my senses because of it”). What she 
achieves, however, is quite unexpected. The older woman’s decisive verdict 
demonstrates that her understanding goes beyond the mere kissing she heard 
about. She draws a parallel between the activity of the girl’s mouth and the loss of 
her virginity. And although the daughter vehemently protests against her 
mother’s insinuations about the so-called “love-touching” (“mir ist niht kunt 
um mannes-minne-rüeren,” “I do not know of any man’s love touching,” SL 
15.VIII.3), the old woman cuts her short—“You are not going to distract me with 
your tales” (“dda darft mich niht mit spellen umbe viieren,” SL 15.VIII.4)—thus 
insisting that her life-long experience and folk wisdom provide her everything 
she needs to know to interpret the outcome of her daughter’s love adventure. 


105 Quoted according to Neidhart von Reuental, Die Lieder Neidharts, 22 - 24. The abbreviation 
SL represents “Sommerlied” (“Summer Song”), as opposed to WL (“Winterlied”), the two 
cycles of Neidhart’s poetry. 

106 My emphasis. For a detailed analysis of the mother-daughter dynamics in Neidhart von 
Reuenthal’s poetry see Rasmussen, “I Inherited It from You,” 163-188. 

107 “Arznei- und zauberwurzel.” DWb 14:2328. The motif of a magic plant is very common in 
medieval literature. In courtly romances magic herbs often cure the heroes’ wounds (Tri- 
stan, Lancelot, Gawan, etc.). See also BMZ 3:830 - 831. 
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The mother’s suspicion about the daughter’s loss of chastity is well- 
grounded. How can a girl lose her maidenhood just from a passionate kiss? The 
fact that she is so naive as to be unable to recognize a man’s tongue suggests that 
she also might not have understood and protested the man’s more ominous 
advances, particularly if she was “under his spell,” as she herself describes it. The 
mother’s categorical statement, “You are no longer a virgin; man’s love has 
touched you,” thus reaffirms that kissing is just a step away from sexual inter- 
course. Even though the young woman may not be aware of the ambiguity in her 
description of the events, the older one notices the sexual symbolism in her 
daughter’s description of the kiss. One way to read the statement “dé het er eine 
wurzen in dem munde: dä von verlös ich alle mine sinne” is as a description of 
sexual intercourse, where the words wurz (“root”) and munt (“mouth”) stand for 
the male and female sexual organs. This use of plant metaphors is by no means 
unique to Neidhart, who uses it to be suggestive. Even in Wolfram von Es- 
chenbach’s courtly romance Parzival, plant symbolism is used for a similar 
purpose—to conceal and simultaneously refer to sexual intercourse between the 
two characters, the wounded knight Gawan and his lady love Orgeluse: 


ich wil iu daz maere machen kurz. 

er vant die rehten hirzwurz, 

diu im half daz er genas 

sô daz im arges niht enwas. 

Diu wurz was bi dem blanken brün. (Parzival, vv. 643,27 - 644,1) 


I will make it short. He found the authentic hart’s eye which helped to make him well 
again so that all that was baneful left him—a herb showing brown against white.’ 


The MHG word minne in the mother’s “diagnosis” is yet another indicator of her 
conviction that sex has actually taken place, since one of the connotations of 
minne is “sexual, carnal love (often [used] exactly for sexual intercourse).”'” In 
this respect, Neidhart’s “Summer Song 15” supports the coarse folk wisdom, 


108 As translated in Hatto, Parzival, 322. For a discussion of Wolfram’s erotic symbolism and 
bawdy humor, see the essays by Blake Lee Spahr and James W. Marchand: Spahr, “Gah- 
muret’s Erection,” 403 - 413; Marchand, “Wolfram’s Bawdy,” 131-149. As Marchand points 
out in his study, “Wolfram knows well that a reference to the pudenda, no matter how 
oblique (as long as it is understood), will always wring a titter from a crowd.” The name of 
the plant hirzwurz refers to the barba Jovis, a plant thought to have the power to cure 
wounds, draw out arrows, and remove spear points, but it also was used to refer to the 
female genitals because of its appearance. The reference to the female genitals is made even 
stronger by the vivid description “brown against white.” See Marchand, “Wolfram’s 
Bawdy,” 137. Another common phallic plant metaphor is a thorn (dorn). One sees refe- 
rences to it in Carmina Burana and Neidhart von Reuenthal’s poetry. A common vaginal 
symbol is a rose. For a detailed analysis of the sexual symbolism of plants in late medieval 
folklore, literature, and art see Jones, Secret Middle Ages, 248 - 273. 

109 “Die geschlechtliche, sinnliche liebe (oft geradezu für beischlaf).” Lexer, HB 1:2146. 
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“She who gives the man access to her mouth, might as well serve him with her 
body” (“Die einem den Mund erlaubt, die darf einem wohl mit dem Leib die- 
nen”). 

A telling illustration of the quinque lineae amoris is found in Gottfried von 
Strassburg’s famous epic Tristan. The description in this text is more veiled 
compared to the two texts discussed above. Unlike Neidhart’s mother or Wolf- 
ram’s Orilus, Gottfried’s narrator does not use the love-making episode to make 
a negative statement about female sexuality, intactness, or virtue. Culminating in 
sexual intercourse that leads to the conception of the work’s protagonist Tristan, 
the encounter between the beautiful Blanscheflur and her dying lover is one of 
the most touching and lyrical passages of Gottfried’s masterpiece. As Riwalin lies 
almost mortally wounded after one of his exploits, Blanscheflur breaks all norms 
of propriety by visiting him disguised as a beggar-woman. As the princess sees 
her beloved on his deathbed, her grief and love cause her to faint. Upon regaining 
her senses, she begins to kiss the dying man. Her kissing awakens in him a life- 
force and desire that give him enough strength to make passionate love and 
conceive their future son Tristan. 

While avoiding the crassness of the insinuations of Orilus or the mother in 
Wolfram’s and Neidhart’s texts, this episode still employs the motif of the 
quinque lineae amoris in a strikingly similar way that is both direct and elliptical 
at the same time. The body part mentioned the most is Blanscheflur’s mouth; its 
color, actions, and effect on the dying man are described numerous times. As a 
beautiful, strong, and passionate young woman, Blanscheflur is endowed with 
stereotypically attractive red lips, which, as she faints, turn pale (“ir r6sevarwer 
munt wart bleich,” Tristan, v. 1299). As she lies unconscious and lifeless (“ane 
sinne lange [...] geliche als ob si waere töt,” Tristan, vv. 1305-1307), her mouth 
is lifeless and unattractive as well, expressed with the MHG word, bleich. How- 
ever, it begins playing its life-giving role as soon as Blanscheflur wakes up: 


Nu daz si dé von dirre nöt 

ein liitzel wider ze crefte kam, 

ir trût si an ir arm dé nam 

und leite ir munt an sinen munt 
und kuste in hundert tüsent stunt 
in einer cleinen stunde, 

unz ime ir munt enzunde 

sinne unde craft zer minne, 

wan minne was dar inne: 

ir munt der tete in vröudenhaft, 
ir munt der brahte im eine craft, 


110 WA III, 668, Mund 69. 
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daz er daz keiserliche wip 

an sinen halptöten lip 

vil nahe und innecliche twanc. 

dar nach sé was vil harte unlanc, 

unz daz ir beider wille ergienc 

und daz vil süeze wip enpfienc 

ein kint von sinem libe. (Tristan, vv. 1308 - 1325)!!! 


As soon as she had somewhat regained her strength after her fit of feebleness, she took 
her beloved into her arms and pressed her mouth against his, and kissed him a 
thousand times in one brief hour, until her mouth awoke his senses and his desire 
[literally : his strength to love] . For love was in her mouth: her mouth made him joyous; 
her mouth gave him such strength that he pressed the splendid woman closely and 
intimately to his half-dead body. After that it did not take long before they satisfied 
their desire and the sweet woman conceived his child. 


Gottfried’s poetic techniques allow the audience to create in its imagination 
vivid erotic pictures of intense love-making, yet he achieves this by focusing 
exclusively on Blanscheflur’s mouth. The repetition of the word five times, the 
emphasis on the mouth’s agency, and the anaphoric description of its effect on 
Riwalin truly make the orifice what modern film terminology would call “the 
dominant” in this scene. The mouth is important for yet another reason: it 
initiates Blanscheflur into the ritual of physical love and symbolizes her be- 
coming a sexually active woman. Like Wolfram’s and Neidhart’s works, but 
without the moralizing inherent in both of them, Gottfried’s text presents its 
audience with only the beginning and the end of the sexual encounter, with its 
cause and its consequences (kissing, loss of virginity or chastity, and preg- 
nancy), making a leap from the actions of one female orifice to those of the other. 

Besides kissing, smiling and laughing are also frequently seen as potential 
precursors to a woman losing her chastity. Matthew of Vendöme (ca. 1170), the 
author of a long and scandalous poem, Milo, gives the following description of 
the five stages of love in his Ars Versificatoria: “Risus amor, coitus, ventris 
conceptio, triplex / Indicium laesae virginitatis habent...” (“Love welcomed 
with laughter, followed by intercourse, and then by the womb’s conceiving, 
constitute a threefold sign that virginity has been lost”).''” The loss of the 
woman’s most precious possession, virginity, is the result of a triple sin: the first 
one coming from the woman’s mouth in the form of laughter (either seductive or 
foolish); the second is related to her sexual organs, the so-called “mouth of the 
womb,” here even openly referred to as coitus; and finally, the third sin is that of 
the womb itself, conception and pregnancy. 


111 My emphasis. 
112 As quoted and translated in Jacquart and Thomasset, Sexuality, 109. 
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This is exactly what happens in Claus von Wizze and Phillip Collin’s four- 
teenth-century work known as the Rappolsteiner or Niiwer Parzival (Rappol- 
steiner or New Parzival),''” a 37,000-verse-long expansion of the Gawan ad- 
venture, supplementing Books XIV and XV of Wolfram von Eschenbach’s Par- 
zival. At the very beginning of this text, Gawan, known for his great popularity 
with ladies, expresses a keen interest in the host’s daughter. For those familiar 
with his reputation and the rules of courtly love, it is not hard to predict how the 
relationship will progress. One can expect a daring and passionate love adven- 
ture, similar to those found in the epic’s prequels by Wolfram and Chrétien. And 
indeed, the plot develops as expected in a familiarly elliptical way: 


mit küssende so erwarp er vil 

gezögenliche der minnen spil. 

sii rettent zuo enander gnuog 

unde lachetent früntlich mit gefuog. 

ir megede nam verlor sü sam... (Niiwe Parzival, fol. 24°, vv. 25-29) 


With kisses he [Gawan] artfully achieved much in the game of love. They talked to each 
other enough and laughed/smiled in a friendly and decorous way. And she lost the 
name of maiden... 


Like Vendöme, Wizze and Colin add a new element to the equation, “activity of 
the mouth equals activity of the sexual organs.” Both texts suggest that laughter 
(or smiling) is the very first of the five stages of love, and they insinuate that it too 
can have the same dire consequences for the woman’s reputation. 


The Two Mouths: Extreme Cases and Confusion of Orifices 


The connection between the mouth and sexual organs is exploited most suc- 
cessfully in the topos of the confused orifices, described by E. Jane Burns in her 
analysis of the Old French fabliaux. These bawdy comic tales in verse achieve 
their effect not simply by alluding to the motif of the two “mouths,” but rather by 
confusing them. Such intentional confounding is based on the same premise as 
the courtly texts: the activities of the two “mouths” are intricately connected and 
almost reciprocal. Fabliaux are known for their crude use of mouth imagery to 
refer to the genitals and for their unabashed and obscene play on words that 
exploits the visual similarities between the two organs. Despite their lack of 
inhibition, these bawdy stories are by no means a medieval version of porno- 
graphy. OF fabliaux and MHG Mdren were written for an audience of higher 
social status, the aristocracy, the very same public that was fascinated by much 


113 Wisse and Colin, Parzifal; henceforth abbreviated in the text as Niiwe Parzival. 
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more “refined” courtly romances. These stories were read and openly enjoyed by 
men and women, including clergy.''* 

The two “mouths” emerge in these bawdy tales as truly equivalent and in- 
terchangeable body parts.''” The fabliaux authors’ keen interest in these orifices 
is attributed to their traditional depiction in medieval misogynist discourse as 
causing trouble for men; and indeed, all the fabliaux heroines are lascivious, 
demanding, and verbose.''° The image of the vaginalized mouth appears to have 
been very successful and popular, since it appears in a number of texts as one of 
the primary devices used to solicit the audience’s laughter. As Burns shows, in 
the tale “Du Chevalier qui fist les cons parler” (“About the Knight Who Made the 
Genitals Talk”), the sexual organ is even called a “goule, or gaping mouth.”'” 
Another story presents a monk who dreams of purchasing the ideal “cunt” from 
a salesman and rejects a specimen because it is not “sufficiently mouth-like to 
satisfy his desire.”''” The genitals are judged by the same standards of beauty as 
the real mouth: “Both its lips were thin and blacker than iron” (“Il avoir les levres 
ansdeus / Maigres et plus noires que fer”).'”” In “Le Dit des cons,” a mouth-like 
vagina (Old French cons) eats, sucks, swallows, opens, and closes like the upper- 
body orifice.'” All these tales savor the sexual symbolism and openly liken the 
wives’ voracious vaginas to their gluttonous mouths, reducing them by associ- 
ation to a wholly sexual organ. The women of the fabliaux narrative lose their 
heads metaphorically to the extent that their mouths are shown to function as 
vaginas. Burns observes that instead of bearing two distinctly different 
mouths—one facial and one vaginal, with independent functions—the sex- 
ualized female is shown to have only one kind of orifice. Whether it appears on 
her face or between her legs, the female mouth is erotic and wholly corporeal.'” 

A similar play on words is found in a German proverb in Johannes Agricola’s 
collection. Agricola’s advice about how one should treat verbosity in women 
clearly relies on this motif, while strangely reversing the expected order: 


darumb meynen ettliche 

dieweil sie das schwert inndem maul furen 
musse man die weiber auff die scheiden 
das ist 

aufs maul klopfen. 


114 Karras, Sexuality, 2, 15. 
115 Burns, Bodytalk, 31-70. 
116 Ibid., 31. 

117 As quoted in Ibid., 54. 
118 Ibid., 54. 

119 Ibid., 54. 

120 As quoted in Ibid., 54. 
121 Ibid., 53. 
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That’s why some think that since women carry a sword in their mouths [meaning “have 
a sharp tongue”], they should be hit on their sheaths, that is, on their mouths.'” 


The witticism definitely makes use of the audience’s knowledge that the word 
scheide is a standard reference to the female genitals, following the pattern of the 
Latin word vagina, which literally means “sheath.”’”’ Agricola’s proverb is thus a 
double pun, playing with the public’s anticipation of a dirty joke that despite its 
misogyny turns out to be quite innocent thanks to his final clarification: the 
scheide he means is nothing but a “slit,” a “hole,” and a sheath for the weapon- 
like tongue; in other words, it is just a mouth. 


The Dangers of Openness 


When the fourteenth-century poet Der Teichner composed his poem, he did not 
merely recycle a cliché in order to evoke a traditional image of beautiful and 
noble femininity. Instead, Der Teichner structured his poem to reflect the cul- 
tural belief associating a woman’s mouth with sexual availability—a tradition 
that he inherited from the centuries of authors who preceded him. Even though 
the authors of the great high-medieval epics never explicitly articulate this link, 
it is clear that the red mouth presents the noble female body as irresistibly 
attractive to male admirers. Over one hundred years later, Der Teichner employs 
this image and explains the secret of its charm. His poem is a warning to women, 
an invitation to read deeper into men’s words, to anticipate the possibility of 
“double-talk,” figurative speech, and euphemisms that conceal the true in- 
tentions behind the seemingly innocent and glorifying language. 

As this chapter has shown, the link between a woman’s mouth and her virtue 
precedes Der Teichner. The preoccupation with female sexuality is palpable in 
many writings of the European Middle Ages.'”* The contemporaneous conduct 
manuals I will discuss in chapter 3 illustrate that in aristocratic, courtly dis- 
course control over sexuality could be achieved by limiting women’s bodies 
spatially and physically.’” It is thus not surprising to discover physically unre- 
strained, unruly, and immoderate women presented as sexually active and ag- 
gressive. As Joyce E. Salisbury points out, “The metaphor of sexual women being 
‘open’ was pervasive, and this openness was also extended to include such things 


122 Miller, Schwert und Scheide, 66. 

123 Lexer, HW 2:683. Also see DWb 14:2396 - 2398. 

124 It is particularly strong in the clerical tradition. See Blamires, Pratt, and Marx, Woman 
Defamed. The lay works like Old French fabliaux or German Mären do not seem to fear 
female sexuality, but still attempt to contain it by presenting it in laughable terms. 

125 See chapter 3. 
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as garrulousness—that is, women with open mouths.”'” As the Old French 
fabliaux show, the metaphor extends beyond chattiness to include eating, 
drinking, kissing, and laughing. The female body is not imagined as a sealed 
vessel, but rather as constantly at risk of becoming open through different 
means, particularly love and sexuality. Since the biological and social re- 
percussions of sexual activity are much graver for women than for men, any 
interest in or appeal attributed to their mouths has to be interpreted differently 
as well. 

Medieval medical theories, popular wisdom, and literary texts accept and 
perpetuate the link between the two openings ofthe female body. The function of 
both the mouth and the genitals as orifices lies at the core of medieval medical 
lore. Furthermore, limited knowledge of female anatomy and the consequent 
lack of precise and uniform terminology encourage the frequent use of mouth- 
related vocabulary to describe the sexual organs. Finally, the parallels between 
the appearance and anatomy of the two orifices foster conclusions about the 
cause-and-effect relationship of the two body parts. 

Medieval folklore and literature assume the audience’s awareness ofthe topos 
of the two “mouths.” Proverbs, dirty jokes of the French fabliaux, and more 
refined and euphemistic descriptions found in courtly poetry expect their au- 
dience to appreciate their double entendre, to interpret the seemingly legitimate 
activities of the female mouth as references to sexuality or sexual organs. 
However, while the tellers of bawdy tales do not shy away from explicitly ac- 
knowledging all the parallels, courtly texts are much more veiled. They rely on 
the convention of the five stages of love, focusing only on the initial and final 
stages, and eliding everything in between. The examples of Gottfried’s Blan- 
scheflur, Neidhart’s unruly daughter, or the seduced and dishonored maiden in 
Nüwe Parzival demonstrate that the medieval audience was sensitive to the 
erotic connotations of the mouth imagery and interpreted the opening of the 
upper orifice as the opening of the lower one. 

This connection between the two body parts affects the perception of women’s 
laughter as well. Depending on whether they represent a conservative clerical or 
more liberal courtly position, the educational manuals for medieval nobility 
discussed in chapter 3 either forbid women’s laughing altogether, or only allow 
forms of it that can make the lady even more attractive in men’s eyes. The 
parallels between laughter and virtue are frequently exploited but never ex- 
plained directly. The confounding of the two female orifices thus opens up new 
possibilities for interpreting these courtly texts, restricted by the rules of pro- 
priety, etiquette, and refinement. 


126 Salisbury, “Gendered Sexuality,” 87. 
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2 A Deeply Serious Matter: Laughter in Medieval 
Ecclesiastical Discourse 


“For Christians, laughing was a deeply serious matter.” 


(Ingvild Sælid Gilhus) 


c 


John Chrysostom said that Christ never laughed.’ —‘Nothing in his human nature 
forbade it,’ William remarked, ‘because laughter, as the theologians teach, is proper to 

man.’ —‘The son of man could laugh, but it is not written that he did so,’ Jorge said 
sharply, quoting Petrus Cantor.” 


(Umberto Eco, The Name of the Rose) 


Medieval Theologies of Laughter 


There can be no doubt as to the disputatious and heterogeneous nature of 
medieval culture, in which lay and clerical spheres, far from being separate, often 
created competing views of the body, sexuality, and femininity. It is precisely 
because vernacular courtly tradition did not exist in a vacuum, however, that one 
cannot fairly address the topic of laughter in the Middle Ages without first 
getting a sense of the prevailing clerical debates.” The issues raised by ecclesi- 
astical thinkers, the uncertainties and concerns they express regarding the place 
of laughter in the life of a virtuous Christian have an indisputable impact on the 
secular perception of this emotional gesture as well. Importantly, religious 
discourse on laughter itself was polyphonic and did not remain static; rather, it 
changed over time, reflecting and adapting to contemporaneous sensibilities. 

Writers, especially academics, often beg indulgence from the reader when 
they venture outside their domains of competence. Let me make a gesture in this 
direction as well. I am a philologist and a literary critic by training, thus this 
chapter takes me beyond my areas of formal expertise. The following overview of 
religious discourse does not claim to be exhaustive; a great deal more has been 
written on laughter in the history of religion than I can address here, and much 
remains to be explored still. Yet even a brief survey of this literature better equips 
us to comprehend the scope of the bias against women’s laughter that I discuss 


1 Eco, The Name of the Rose, 95-96. 

2 “Es handelt sich [...] nicht um eine Literatur, die in einem von der Kirche getrennten, hö- 
fischen Raum existiert hätte; viel mehr beteiligte sich die geistliche wie die weltliche Füh- 
rungsschicht an der Diskussion.” Haug, Die höfische Liebe, 34. 
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more fully in the subsequent chapters. It allows us to situate the manifestations 
of this prejudice within a larger cultural discourse on the body, gender, sexuality, 
and emotions, and to detect in them a reflection of the overall ambivalence that 
marked medieval society’s relationship to joy and hilarity. 

This uncertainty was partially inherited from a variety of pre-Christian tra- 
ditions and then further complicated by Christianity’s own views on the body, 
virtue, and the afterlife. The study of religious thought has to be diachronic, 
since high- and late-medieval writings on laughter are heavily indebted to earlier 
debates and cannot be rightfully understood separately from them. Medieval 
thinkers struggled with the same questions that baffled their predecessors, such 
as the mechanisms and taxonomy of laughter, its eruptive nature, the difficulty of 
controlling it, and thus, ultimately, its connection to the body, fertility, and 
sexual activity. Needless to say, no consensus was reached on most of them 
during the period covered in this book. 

The periodization suggested by the French historian Jacques Le Goff dis- 
tinguishes three stages of the evolution of medieval laughter. The early Christian 
and early medieval times (particularly the fourth to ninth centuries C. E.) are 
dominated by what is frequently called a monastic model. During this time, the 
Christian Church did not yet know how to approach the phenomenon that it 
perceived to be dangerous; therefore, the predominant response to laughter was 
suppression.’ The High Middle Ages was a period marked by an extraordinary 
growth of lay culture and the blossoming of secular literatures and art. It had 
inherited an apprehension of laughter from the preceding epoch, yet continued 
to debate its value and nature. Instead of simply banishing both laughter and 
smiling, high-medieval thought sought to define them at the very time when they 
began appearing in much of religious art, particularly in sculpture, as a means of 
separating the sinful from the virtuous, an example of which I discuss in chapter 
5. Le Goff calls this second stage the period of “liberation and control.” Lastly, 
the Late Middle Ages and early modernity are often characterized as the era of 
“unbridled laughter” due to its carnivalesque subversion and Lachkulturen, the 
study of which began with the Russian theorist Mikhail Bakhtin and remains 
popular until now.” 

Despite this seemingly clear timeline, it is important to remember that the 
descriptions of these periods reflect only the dominant discourse, and that both 


3 Le Goff, “Le rire au Moyen Age,” 5. 

4 Ibid. 

5 In recent years a number of scholarly studies have explored Bakhtin’s theory of carnival, 
especially by Werner Röcke and his research group within the Sonderforschungsbereich 
“Kulturen des Performativen” at the Free University of Berlin, Germany. See Röcke and 
Neumann, Komische Gegewelten; Bachorski, “Performativität und Lachkultur,” 157-190; 
Röcke, “Ostergelächter,” 335-350. 
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pro- and anti-laughter positions are continuously present at any point during the 
medieval era. Gerhard Schmitz’s study of early monasticism, for example, 
powerfully complicates the view of the Early Middle Ages as a laughless time.° 
The early tension that he uncovers between pro- and anti-laughter forces re- 
surfaces in high-medieval attempts to codify laughter, which are apparent in this 
era’s scholastic debates, in the proliferation of smiling in art and vernacular 
literatures, and in the solemn warnings against joy, excess, and entertainment. 
Finally, late-medieval carnival processions continuously fueled debates about 
their propriety, techniques, and purpose. This suggests that the anti-laughter 
discourse had not been forgotten, even at this time. Der Teichner’s late-four- 
teenth-century writings demonstrate that it was indeed so, for several of them 
familiarly treat laughter as a threat to individual salvation—the issue that was so 
prominent in early-medieval ecclesiastical discourse.’ In short, while Le Goff 
outlines general trends in the medieval way of thinking about laughter and joy, 
the true medieval attitude is best expressed by his own admission that there is no 
such thing as “the heresy of laughter.”” 


Fighting the Body: Laughter in the Early Church and Early Medieval 
Monasticism 


In his essay on the role of gestures and ceremonial during the medieval period, 
Klaus Schreiner points out a dualism that is characteristic of medieval anthro- 
pology, i.e. the relationship between body and soul, between actus animi and 
actus corporis, between homo interior and homo exterior: 


The union of soul and body allows medieval theologians and writers to recognize in the 
movements of the body (motus corporis) the movements of the soul (motus animae), to 
turn the face (facies) into a reflection of the heart (speculum coralis), and treat the 
posture of the body (gestus corporis) as an indicator of the state of mind (signum 
mentis). 


As a bodily expression, as actus corporis, laughter is always interpreted in reli- 
gious discourse as a manifestation of the person’s moral virtue or corruptibility. 
It becomes part of the debate on the corporal and the spiritual, and, con- 
sequently, sin and virtue as well as eternal damnation and salvation. The early 


6 Schmitz, “quod rident homines,” 3-15. 

7 See e.g., #80 (“Von der werelt,” ‘Of the World’); #164 (“Von unrechten vraüden,” ‘Of Unjust 
Pleasures’); and Teichner, Gedichte, 91-92, 185 (respectively). 

8 “Je n’ais pas rencontré d’heresie du rire.” Le Goff, “Le rire au Moyen Age,” 5. 

9 My translation. Schreiner, “Er küsse mich,” 89. 
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Church establishes these theoretical paradigms and sets the tone for later dis- 
cussions about the place of laughter in the life of a Christian. 

The early texts’ position on laughter is far from favorable. Both the Old and 
the New Testament provide arguments to convince believers that earthly joy is 
incompatible with the Christian ethos. Indeed, how could a sensitive and sen- 
sible person experience anything but awe and sadness when made aware of the 
magnitude of Christ’s sacrifice, the transience of human existence, and the 
impending Apocalypse? John Chrysostom, Bishop of Constantinople (347 - 407 
C.E.), presents laughter as callous when seen within the context of the tragedy of 
the Crucifixion: “Christ was crucified for your ills, and dost thou laugh? He was 
buffeted, and endured so great sufferings because of thy calamity, and the 
tempest that had overtaken thee; and dost thou play the reveler?”™ In the early 
Christian worldview, rejoicing is shortsighted; the only true happiness is the one 
that will be available to the chosen in the afterlife, while the sinners should be 
constantly fearful of Judgment Day. Laughter thus becomes an important ele- 
ment of eschatology and apocalypticism. Its foolishness is condemned in four 
verses of Ecclesiastes (Eccl. 2:2, 3:4, 7:4, and 7:6)" that serve as the foundation 
for what may well be considered the most important Christian statement on the 
subject—a passage from the Sermon of the Plain in the Gospel of Luke: “Blessed 
are you who weep now, for you will laugh. [...] Woe to you who are laughing, for 
you will mourn and weep” (Luke 6:21 and 6:25 respectively). Luke’s message is 
also restated at the end of the Epistle of James, who speaks of abandoning mirth 
as a sign of humility before God: “Lament and mourn and weep. Let your 
laughter be turned into mourning and your joy into dejection. Humble your- 
selves before the Lord, and he will exalt you” (James 4:9 - 10). For these reasons, 
the writings of Augustine, Jerome, Gregory the Great, and Isidor of Seville treat 
laughter as a spiritual matter. Gregory I (d. 604 C. E.) and Augustine agree that 
one could not rejoice with the World in this life and be at the Lord’s side in the 
afterlife,” while the late-eighth-century theologian St. Benedict of Aniane (745/ 
750 -821 C. E.) excludes laughter in a much more radical manner from both this 


10 “Homily XVII on Ephesians” in NPNF 1.13:130. Laughter is further addressed in his other 
works, such as “Homily V on First Thessalonians,” “Homily XII on Colossians” (NPNF 
1.13:314-321), “Homily XIV on Phillipians” (NPNF 1.13:246-249), and “Homily XV on 
Hebrews” (NPNF 1.14:438 - 442). 

11 “Isaid oflaughter, ‘It is mad,’ and of pleasure, ‘What use is it?” (Eccles. 2:2); “For everything 
there is a season, and a time for every matter under heaven: [...] a time to weep, anda time to 
laugh” (Eccles. 3:4); “The heart of the wise is in the house of mourning; but the heart of fools 
is in the house of mirth” (Eccles. 7:4); and “For like the crackling of thorns under a pot, so is 
the laughter of fools; this also is vanity” (Eccles. 7:6). 

12 “Man kann sich namlich nicht hier mit der Welt freuen, und dort mit dem Herrn herrschen” 
as translated by Schmitz (“Nemo etenim potest et hic gaudere cum saeculo, et illic regnare 
cum Domino”). Schmitz, “quod rident homines,” 13. 
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world and the afterlife. In his Interrogatio LIII of the Codex Regularum, with the 
very telling title Si ex toto ridere non licet? (“If laughter is altogether permit- 
ted?”), Benedict observes, “Since the Lord condemns those who laugh now, it is 
clear that there is never a time for laughter for a faithful soul.””’ 

While laughter is to be avoided, its antithesis, crying, is encouraged as a way 
of expressing repentance for one’s sins and grief for the sad affairs of the world. 
To quote Jerome, “As long as we are in the Valley of Tears, we must not laugh, but 
cry. On this account says the Lord: ‘Blessed be the weeping ones, for they shall 
laugh.’ We are in the Valley of Tears, and this world is of tears, not of joy.”'* A 
similar sentiment can be found in St. Augustine’s commentary on Psalm CXXVI: 
“Although we sow in tears, yet shall we reap in joy. For in that resurrection of the 
dead, each man shall receive his own sheaves, that is, the produce of his seed, the 
crown of joys and of delight. Then will there be a joyous triumph, when we shall 
laugh at death, wherein we groaned before.” Monastic discourse of late an- 
tiquity and the Early Middle Ages develops what has been called a “theology of 
tears” (eine Theologie der Tränen), in which crying and sorrow are highly valued 
and even treated as a duty for a monk or an ascetic.'° The superiority of grief over 
laughter is emphasized in Apophthegmata patrum (Maxims of the Fathers), a 
collection of sayings attributed to the Desert Fathers, i.e., the monks and her- 
mits who dwelt in the Egyptian desert in the fourth century C. E. Originally 
written in Greek and translated into Latin in the sixth century, this collection 
remained well known and influential throughout the medieval period. One story 
praises the wisdom of a certain Father Arsenius, whose motto is said to have 
been flere sempre debemus (“We should keep crying”),'’ while in another, Abba 
John (nicknamed Kolobus or “the Dwarf’) reproaches a brother for his un- 
guarded behavior during a meal: “What kind of heart does he have,” he ob- 
serves, “that he laughs when he should weep?”" Texts such as these form the 
foundation for the Christian anti-laughter discourse. They contrast short and 
long-term gains—fleeting pleasures of this world and spiritual salvation in the 


13 “Cum Dominus eos qui nunc rident condemnet [Luc. VI], manifestum est quia nunquam 
tempus est risus fideli animae.” Saint Benedict of Aniane, “Interrogatio LIII,” Codex Re- 
gularum, XI, in PL 103:515. 

14 “Quamdiu ergo sumus in valle lacrimarum, non debemus ridere, sed flere. Propterea dicit et 
Dominus: ‘Beati flentes, quia ipsi ridebunt.’ Interdum ergo sumus in valle lacrimarum, et 
saeculum hoc lacrimarum est, non gaudii.” The Latin text as quoted in Schmitz, “quod rident 
homines,” 13. 

15 Augustine, Expositions, in NPNF 1.8:605. 

16 Schmitz, “quod rident homines,” 5. Similarly to Le Goff, Schmitz does not detect anything 
even close to a “theology of laughter” (Theologie des Lachens), which is indicative of the lack 
of agreement on the subject among medieval thinkers. One finds much on the value of tears in 
Chrysostom’s writings, especially in “Homily XII on Colossians.” NPNF 1.13:314-321. 

17 As quoted in Schmitz, “quod rident homines,” 5. 

18 Ibid. 
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next—and promise consolation in the eternal life as a reward for the willing 
acceptance of hardship and self-sacrifice. 

In addition to eschatological concerns, the early Christian suspicion of 
laughter is shaped by the monastic view of the body: infinitely inferior to the 
soul, the body is perceived as transient, corrupt, potentially unchaste, and 
therefore in constant need of control. Ascetic rejection of laughter is first and 
foremost a rejection of physicality, an effort to conquer one’s humanity. One of 
the important debates lasting throughout the Middle Ages concerns Christ’s 
laughter, mentioned for the first time by Chrysostom.” At the core of the dispute 
lie Aristotle’s maxim that laughter is proper to humans and the applicability of 
this statement to Jesus.” Patristic discourse sees this idea of the inherent hu- 
manity of laughter as problematic. Even though Clement of Alexandria (d. 215 C. 
E.) seemingly agrees with Aristotle in Chapter V, Book II of his Paedagogus, he is 
cautious to point out the need to subdue the instinct: 


Even laughter must be kept in check. [...] For man is not to laugh on all occasions 
because he is a laughing animal, any more than the horse neighs on all occasions 
because he is a neighing animal. But as rational beings, we are to regulate ourselves 
suitably, harmoniously relaxing the austerity and over-tension of our serious pursuits, 
not inharmoniously breaking them up altogether.” 


A similar attitude is found in the writings of St. Augustine (d. 430), who is also 
familiar with the Aristotelian view that laughter separates humans from animals, 
but considers this difference to be infimum (“the lowest, of the lowest kind”)” 
and worldly joy (laetitia saeculi) nothing but a sign of vanity.” As the Son of 
Man, Jesus was supposed to have been able to laugh—in accordance with the 
Philosopher’s thesis—yet, as Chrysostom points out, none of the Scriptures 


19 “If thou also weep thus, thou art become a follower of thy Lord. Yea, for He also wept, both 
over Lazarus, and over the city; and touching Judas He was greatly troubled. And this indeed 
one may often see Him do, but nowhere laugh, nay, nor smile but a little; no one at least of the 
evangelists hath mentioned this. Therefore also with regard to Paul, that he wept, that he did 
so three years night and day, both he hath said of himself, and others say this of him: but that 
he laughed, neither hath he said himself anywhere, neither hath so much as one other of the 
saints, either concerning him, or any other like him; but this is said of Sarah only, when she is 
blamed, and of the son of Noe, when for a freeman he became a slave.” John Chrysostom, 
“Homily IV on St. Matthew,” NPNF 1.10:41. 

20 Aristotle, On the Parts of Animals I-IV, 69. Also see Le Goff, “Le rire au Moyen Age” 5; Le 
Goff, “Il riso nelle regole monastiche,” 161. 

21 Book 2, Chapter 5 in Clement of Alexandria, “Paedagogus,” ANF 2:250. Smiling must be 
regulated (“be made the subject of discipline”) as well, for “a clever man smiles almost 
imperceptibly” (Ibid.). Clement’s objection to laughter reveals that the strong influence of 
the Stoic philosophy is grounded in the potential of laughter to disrupt speech and violate 
reasonable discourse. Gilhus, Laughing Gods, 61-62. 

22 Augustine, De libero arbitrio, 1:8, 18, 63 as quoted in Schmitz, “quod rident homines,” 13. 

23 Schmitz, “quod rident homines,” 13. 
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record his doing so.” Christ exemplifies a victory over his humanity; thus those 
who wish to emulate him must equally conquer their own human weaknesses, 
must gain control over their physical bodies. 

It is thus not surprising that the repudiation of laughter would be reflected in 
many early-medieval monastic rules. Benedict of Aniane’s stern conclusion is 
taken very seriously by those who choose to dedicate their lives and bodies to 
God: ascetics, monks, and virgins. Ammonius, the disciple of St. Anthony, is said 
to have emphasized that monks should abstain from laughing lest it undermine 
the foundations of the ascetic life and its complete sexual renunciation.” When 
not controlled, laughter was thought to function as a “crack through which 
earthly matters could touch the human soul,” leaving the body open to the world 
and sin.” In order to prevent this, St. Bernard was known to chastise his flesh in 
an effort to avoid prohibited laughter, or as an English legend says: 


He his herte neuer cast 

inwardly to lauhwe so fast, 

that he nas bisy hit to restreyne 
with al his mihtes and to refrayne.” 


The three demands—to emulate Christ, to gain control over one’s inherently 
corrupt (because sexual) body, and to be preoccupied with the salvation of one’s 
soul—provide the basis for the early-medieval monastic rules. The monk whose 
duty it is to be constantly aware of the danger of death can never freely surrender 
himself to cheer and merriment, for “he will enjoy laughter only in the future 
when he has finally escaped the snares of the devil and entered into the heavenly 
Jerusalem.””* 

Fear of the open body results in prohibition against most activities of the 
human mouth. The oldest monastic rule, that of Pachom of Egypt (ca. fourth 
century C. E.), explicitly forbids joking and laughter,” while the seventh-century 
Irish Regula Coenobialis emphasizes the need to conquer laughter in order to 
obtain complete control over the body.” Particularly telling is the sixth-century 
Italian Rule of the Master (Regula magistri), known to have served as the basis 
for the famous Rule of St. Benedict. It does not simply mark laughter as a vice, 


24 Gilhus points out that although Jesus’ laughter is never mentioned in the New Testament, it is 
sometimes found in apocryphal texts, such as the Gospel of Pseudo-Thomas, which ment- 
ions the laughter of Jesus as a child. Gilhus, Laughing Gods, 145. 

25 Ibid., 64. 

26 Ibid., 67. 

27 Blaicher, “Über das Lachen,” 518. 

28 Resnick, “Risus monasticus,” 99. 

29 Gilhus, Laughing Gods, 63. 

30 For a detailed discussion of different monastic rules see Schmitz, “quod rident homines,” 
10 ff. 
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but uses vivid body metaphors to depict it as a powerful force that is imper- 
ative—but difficult—to contain: 


The Rule of the Master speaks of “the bolt of the mouth,” “the barrier of the teeth,” etc. 
When laughter is ready to burst forth, it should be absolutely prevented from getting 
out. One can see how of all internal forms of evil, laughter is the worst one: the worst 
stain [sin] of the mouth.” 


By the ninth century, the Rule of St. Benedict becomes the dominant and most 
influential monastic rule in the West, translated into numerous vernacular 
languages, including Old High German. It is particularly famous for its regu- 
lations of the mouth. Of the twelve degrees of humility a monastic must display 
according to Chapter 7, the ninth is achieved by respecting the importance of 
silence. A monk should restrain his tongue and keep silent, “not speaking until 
he is questioned. For the Scripture shows that ‘in much speaking there is no 
escape from sin’ and that ‘the talkative man is not stable on the earth.” This 
idea is further developed in Chapter 42, which culminates in the most famous 
regulation, the notorious Rule of Silence: “Monks should be zealous for silence at 
all times, but especially during the hours of the night.”” In addition to em- 
phasizing humility, and similar to earlier monastic regulations, the Benedictine 
Rule admonishes its followers to maintain the integrity of their body by keeping 
their mouths closed most of the time. 

The issue of laughter is explicitly addressed in the descriptions of the tenth 
and eleventh degrees of humility. The former is manifested through the re- 
luctance to laugh because of the association of laughter with foolishness: “The 
tenth degree of humility is that he be not ready and quick to laugh, for it is 
written, ‘The fool lifts up his voice in laughter.”** The topos will continue to 
figure prominently, not only in religious literature but also in conduct texts and 


31 Le Goff, “Le rire au Moyen Age,” 8. Also see Gilhus, Laughing Gods, 63. 

32 As translated in Geary, Readings in Medieval History, 176. For Latin and OHG see “Be- 
nediktinerregel,” 216. Lat. “Si linguam ad loquendum prohibeat | monachus! et tacitur- 
nitatem habens usque ad inerrogationem! non | loquatur; Dicente scriptura! quia | in 
multiloquio non effugitur peccatum! | Et quia uir linguosus non diregitur super terram”; 
OHG: “ibu zungun ze sprehhanne piuuerie | ... suuigali | habenti unzi zanfrahidu ni | 
sprehhe qhuedenteru kescrifti danta | in filusprahhi nist erflohan sunta | ... danta comman 
zunkaler nist kerihtit | uber erda.” The ellipses are reproduced according to the Old High 
German original. 

33 Lat. “Omni tempore silentium debent studire monachi maxime nocturnis horis”; OHG: 
“eocouueliheru citi stilli sculun | cilen ... allero meist naht.” Geary, Readings in Medieval 
History, 186 - 187; “Benediktinerregel,” 248-249. 

34 Lat. “Decimus humilitatis gradus est! | Sinon sit facilis hac prumptus | in risu! Quia scriptum 
est; Stultus | in risu exaltat uovcem suam”; OHG: “zehanto ... | ibu nisi samfte enti funser | in 
lahtere danta kescriban ist unfruater | in lahtere heuit stimma sina.” Geary, Readings in 
Medieval History, 176; “Benediktinerregel,” 216. 
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courtly poetry of the high-medieval era.” The latter reminds the monastic yet 
again that when he must speak, he should do so “gently and without laughter, 
humbly and seriously” (my emphasis).” Both of these ordinances emphasize that 
control of one’s mouth (be it speech or laughter) is a crucial sign of humility and 
victory over one’s pride and physical body. 


Rejecting Eroticism: Controlling Female Bodies 


It is possible to see the early Christian rejection of laughter as an attempt to 
separate the newly emerging spirituality from earlier and contemporaneous 
pagan traditions, in which laughter was associated with the body, sexuality, 
eroticism, and fertility. It was viewed as a cosmic force and linked to eroticism in 
ancient Near Eastern and classical Greek cultures.’ Similarly, in ancient Egypt, 
ritual laughter is known to have symbolized opening up and rejuvenation of a 
divine body and functioned on the level of a sexual response during the ritual. As 
Ingvild Sælid Gilhus points out, certain traditions drew parallels between 
laughter and other “products” of the body such as birth, spitting, sneezing, or 
tears.” In the Hellenistic cultures it was treated as a symbol of regeneration and 
renewal. In Greece, laughter (geloion) is said to have functioned as a primary 
medium for religious expression and as a part of cultic life,” and erotic laughter 
accompanied festivals dedicated to the goddesses Demeter and Aphrodite. Hi- 
larity and laughter were firmly established as part of Aphrodite’s cult as the 
goddess of love and sexuality, and their link to sexuality was exploited even 
linguistically, in the play on words transforming one of her nicknames “genial” 
or “laughter-loving” (philommedes) into an adjective philomeides, meaning 
“genital-loving.”” 

In Demeter’s cult, laughter appears in the context of rejuvenation and rebirth, 
signaling a temporary end to her sorrow over Persephone’s kidnapping and the 
return of spring and summer to mortal earth. Provoked by antics of an Olympian 
servant-girl, Demeter’s laughter releases her generative powers as the goddess of 
motherhood, childbirth, and nature, opening her body up sexually and emo- 
tionally. The erotic face of laughter in this myth is further represented by the 
character who so successfully restores harmony to the world. In the Homeric 


35 For a detailed discussion of this motif in the secular texts, see chapter 3. 

36 Lat. “et sine risu humiliter; cum grauitate”; OHG: “ano hlahtar theomuatliho mit fruati.” 
Geary, Readings in Medieval History, 176; “Benediktinerregel,” 216. 

37 Gilhus, Laughing Gods, 9. 

38 Ibid., 19. 

39 Ibid., 28. 

40 Ibid., 28. Also see Brown, “Ares, Aphrodite,” 283 - 293. 
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Hymn to Demeter, the young goddess Iambe entertains the Olympians with her 
obscene jokes, while in other versions it is Baubo who makes the grieving 
goddess laugh by revealing her private parts in public.” Both versions of the 
myth emphasize the analogy between the mouth and the female sexual organs, 
the two orifices that open up the female body. Baubo’s very name literally means 
“vagina,” and her statues are known to have had a face placed directly over her 
private parts and legs, a strong hint at the parallel between a laughing face and 
the female genitals. Even though Iambe does not expose herself, she is often 
addressed as athyroisin, or “doorless.” Her nickname has a dual meaning: it 
alludes to her function and ability to “open up that which is closed” (i.e., 
Demeter’s body) as well as to her own bodily openness, suggested by all the 
obscene jokes that stream from her mouth.” 

Such a connection to reproduction and eroticism was perceived as an 
abomination in the ancient Israelite religion. The Old Testament perspective is 
crucial to understanding medieval attitudes; by accepting the Hebrew Bible as 
one of its fundamental texts, Christianity inherits a long tradition, part of which 
is the rejection of laughter’s erotic side. Ancient Judaic theologians condemn the 
link between laughter and the sexual practices of the Canaanites, and thus banish 
fertility and erotic rituals together with female laughter, as they shut women out 
of the cult of Yahweh.” Instead, they celebrate the divine derisive laughter of 
male power.” The tension between the two becomes apparent in the story of 
Isaac’s birth (Gen. 18:11 - 15, 21:1-7). Ninety-year-old Sarah bursts into laughter 
upon hearing from Yahweh himself that she will soon conceive. Later, however, 
well aware of her misconduct, she denies ever having done so. Once the child is 
born, Sarah makes an enigmatic comment: “God has brought laughter for me; 
everyone who hears will laugh with me” (Gen. 21:7). She also gives the boy the 
name Isaac, which itself is conspicuously connected to the Hebrew word for 
“laughter.” While on the surface Sarah’s statement seems to give voice to the 
mother’s joy at Isaac’s extraordinary conception and birth, it also reveals the 


41 Cf. Clements of Alexandria, Exhortation to the Greeks, 2, 21. Quoted by Gilhus, Laughing 
Gods, 34. 

42 Gilhus, Laughing Gods, 34. 

43 Ibid., 35. For Baubo’s story also see Treusch-Dieter, “Das Gelachter der Frauen,” 115-143. 
For additional illustration of erotic laughter in Greek culture see Gilhus, Laughing Gods, 28 - 
42, 46 - 48. Laughter thrived and had traditionally been a symbol of regeneration and renewal 
in the late Roman culture as well. According to Gilhus, the feast of Saturnalia and the Plautian 
comedies were contexts for erotic laughter. Gilhus, Laughing Gods, 46. For more on laughter 
and humor in antique cultures see Huizinga, Homo ludens. 

44 Gilhus, Laughing Gods, 23. Also cf.: “Because of Yahweh’s prophets’ and theologians’ at- 
tempts to destroy the fertility cults, erotic laughter was overruled.” Gilhus, Laughing Gods, 
26. 

45 Ibid., 23. 
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tension between three different kinds of laughter in this story—derisive (both 
human and divine), joyful, and erotic—and establishes the supremacy of divine 
power. It is Yahweh who has the proverbial last laugh. He punishes Sarah’s 
rebellious incredulity, her doubt and mockery, by making her conceive despite 
her advanced age. Sarah’s statement alludes not only to her happiness, but also 
to her humiliation. One may wonder if people who hear about Isaac’s birth will 
laugh with her or at her.“ As Gilhus points out, the tale is ultimately a veiled 
attack against the erotic, cultic laughter of other cultures: 


The Old Testament God manipulated the power of reproduction when he caused a 
woman of 90 to become pregnant. In some passages the name Isaac is connected with a 
word for laughter [...] which sometimes has the meaning ‘have sexual fun’ (Genesis 
21:9 - 10, 26:8). [...] With the birth of Isaac and the pun probably intended in the saying 
‘God has made laughter for me’ (Genesis 21:7), it seems that Jahweh has made a sexual 
joke directed against the old fertility cults with their potent women and erotic laugh- 
ter.” 


In addition to Yahweh’s joke, the biblical text has clear gendered undertones and 
transmits a message of disapproval of women’s laughter. The qualitative dif- 
ference between Abraham’s and Sarah’s transgressions (cf. Gen. 17:17: “Abra- 
ham fell upon his face and laughed”) continuously posed difficulties to medieval 
interpreters of this passage, who justified Sarah’s selective punishment by fa- 
miliarly claiming her behavior to be less noble and spiritual in its motivation.” 
With the Bible remaining “The Book” until the fourteenth century, and a starting 
point for “all theoretical reflection and practical rules,”” the rejection of the 
erotic side of women’s laughter was firmly established as an important part of 
the Christian discourse. 

If laughter could threaten the virtue of monks, it held even more peril for nuns 
since female nature was viewed as weaker and more susceptible to sin and 
excesses. These beliefs persisted into early-medieval times, finding further 


46 Ibid., 25. For a feminist interpretation of Sarah’s story, see Ostriker, Feminist Revision and 
the Bible, 38-43. 

47 Gilhus, Laughing Gods, 25. Gilhus’s idea of Yahweh’s laughter as a counter-measure against 
women’s laughter and power is also visible in the gendered way laughter is treated in this 
story. Abraham, who laughs as well (Gen. 17:17: “Abraham fell upon his face and laughed”), 
is not reprimanded. It is only Sarah’s laughter that is portrayed as transgressive. Later 
commentators attempt to explain this gendered approach by searching for differences be- 
tween Abraham’s and Sarah’s motivation. Matthew Innes, for example, mentions how the 
medievals struggled with this qualitative difference between Sarah’s and Abraham’s laugh- 
ter: “Abraham’s had reverently expressed his pious joy at God’s goodness, but Sarah’s had 
been fuelled by doubt at the possibility that God had granted her a son.” Innes, “He Never,” 
142. 

48 Innes, “He Never,” 142. 

49 “La réflexion théorique et les règles pratiques fonctionnent à partir de la Bible.” Le Goff, “Le 
rire au Moyen Age,” 9. 
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support in natural philosophy. As R. Howard Bloch points out, “In the miso- 
gynist thinking of the Middle Ages, there can, in fact, be no distinction between 
the theological and the gynaecological.”” While Isidor of Seville (c. 570-636) 
proves woman’s inferiority through linguistic means, with the help of etymo- 
logy,” others, like Pseudo-Albertus Magnus in his De secretis mulierum (On the 
Secrets of Women), seek to provide an anatomical-physiological justification, 
incorporating the knowledge of their famous predecessors Aristotle (384 - 322 B. 
C. E.) and Galen (131-201 C. E.).” 

In a world that emphasizes sexual chastity as an “angelic” way of life,” the 
exalted state of femininity has successfully conquered the temptations of the 
flesh and shut itself off from the world and men. The early-medieval theologians 
advocate virginity as the ideal for a Christian woman. Naturally, the Virgin Mary 
is the exemplar here, but her immaculate conception renders her unique. More 
attainable models of female behavior were provided by the so-called Iron Vir- 
gins, i.e. female martyrs such as St. Catherine of Alexandria who were seen as 
having transcended their sex, and the Demure Virgins “exemplifying the norms 
of womanhood.” The virgin body, imagined as a sealed vessel, a hortus seclusus, 
was naturally seen as far superior to the regular, sexually active female body.” 
Both Chrysostom and Ambrose present virginity as a state for the chosen, which 
“cannot be commanded, but must be wished for.” Neither of them actually 
condemns the institution of marriage as unequivocally sinful nor presents vir- 
ginity as the sole, exclusive condition for women: “The one sins not if she 
marries, the other, if she marries not, it is for eternity. In the former is the remedy 
for weakness, in the latter the glory of chastity. The former is not reproved, the 


50 As quoted in Blamires, Pratt, and Marx, Woman Defamed, 3. 

51 “(X1.ii.17) Man [vir] is so named, because there is greater force [vis] in him than in women 
[feminis]—hence also the word ‘strength’ [virtus]—or, he is so named because he controls 
woman [feminam] forcefully [vi]. (18) Woman [mulier] gets her name from ‘softness’ 
[mollitie], or as it were ‘softer’, mollier, with a letter taken away or changed. (19) For the two 
sexes are differentiated in the strength [fortitudine] and weakness [imbecillitate] of their 
bodies. Thus there is the greatest strength [virtus] in man [viri], and less in woman [mu- 
lieris] so that she might be forbearing to man; otherwise, if women were to repel them, sexual 
desire might compel men to desire something else or rush off to another sex.” As quoted in 
Blamires, Pratt, and Marx, Woman Defamed, 43. 

52 Lemay, Women ’s Secrets. 

53 John Chrysostom, On Virginity, xiv. 

54 Blamires, Pratt, and Marx, Woman Defamed, 13. 

55 For example, Chrysostom insists that genuine Christian virgins must be completely un- 
concerned with the matters of the world (On Virginity, LXXVII). Much later, in her Holistic 
Healing (Causae et curae), Hildegard of Bingen expresses the same view of a maiden’s body 
as “still closed up” and the importance of chastity as “the protection of her undamaged 
condition.” Hildegard of Bingen, Holistic Healing, 91. 

56 Chapter V.23 in Ambrose, Concerning Virgins, in NPNF 2.10:367. 
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latter is praised.”” Yet the difference between not reproving and extolling is too 
drastic not to be noticed: 


Why speak of the troubles of nursing, training, and marrying? These are the miseries of 
those who are fortunate. A mother has heirs, but it increases her sorrows. For we must 
not speak of adversity, lest the minds of the holiest parents tremble. Consider, my sister, 
how hard it must be to bear what one must not speak of. And this is in this present age. 
But the days shall come when they shall say: “Blessed are the barren, and the wombs 
that never bare [sic] .” For the daughters of this age are conceived, and conceive; but the 
daughter of the kingdom refrains from wedded pleasure, and the pleasure of the flesh, 
that she may be holy in body and in spirit.” 


The blessed nature of the virginal state comes with higher demands for caution 
and chastity. Decorum, devotion, and perfect conduct are all essential; there- 
fore, laughter comes to be associated with a lack of modesty. Chrysostom 
compares a virgin to a charioteer who keeps the “horses” of her senses and her 
body under control: 


The virgin, applying the golden reins of good behavior to everything, keeps each of the 
horses in perfect rhythm. She forbids her tongue to utter anything discordant or 
unsuitable, her glance to stray impudently or suspiciously, her ears to hear any im- 
proper song. She cares too that her feet not walk in a provocative or pampered fashion. 
[...] She cuts away the decoration from her clothes and continually exhorts her 
countenance not to dissolve into laughter, not to even smile quietly, but always to 
exhibit a serious and austere visage, one prepared always for tears, never for laughter.” 


Similarly, Ambrose’s Concerning Virgins®' focuses on the fragile nature of the 
virginal condition. Book III contains the strictest admonitions against laughter, 
with its Chapter III emphasizing the need to isolate virginal bodies from all 
possible contact with the secular world, by eluding human communication as 
well as by constraining the female body in terms of speech, gestures, and 
emotions. For example, visits are overall strongly discouraged with the ex- 
ception of parental ones, since social interaction is seen as detrimental to the 
virgin’s virtue: “Modesty is worn away by intercourse, and boldness breaks 
forth, laughter creeps in, and bashfulness is lessened, whilst politeness is stud- 
ied” (Ch. IIL.9). Laughter is seen as an integral part and an inevitable outcome of 
any communication (Ambrose’s “intercourse”), particularly between the sexes. 
It is tied to “politeness,” or secular etiquette, thus anticipating the high-medieval 
vernacular tradition in which laughter and smiles would play an important part 


57 Chapter VI.24 in NPNF 2.10:367. Also see Chapters XVI and XVII in Chrysostom, On Virginity, 
23-27. 

58 Book I, Chapter V1.26 in NPNF 2.10:367. 

59 See LXXX,2 in Chrysostom, On Virginity, 121-122. 

60 LXIIL2 in Chrysostom, On Virginity, 100. 

61 Ambrose, Concerning Virgins, in NPNF 2.10:381 - 385. 


Open-Access-Publikation im Sinne der CC-Lizenz BY-NC-ND 4.0 
© 2014, V& unipress GmbH, Gottingen 
ISBN Print: 9783847101192 - ISBN E-Lib: 9783737001199 


76 Laughter in Medieval Ecclesiastical Discourse 


in courtly ritual and interaction between men and women. Since the virginal 
body is valued only as long as it preserves its metaphorical and physical in- 
tactness of a sealed vessel, it is constantly in danger of being opened through 
sexual intercourse as well as by the activities of the mouth. Even religious fervor 
has to be restrained in order for the body to be subdued. The female body has to 
disappear, rendering the virgin unnoticeable to the world: 


And do you, holy virgin, abstain from groans, cries, coughing, and laughter at the 
Mystery. [...] [L]et virginity be first marked by the voice, let modesty close the mouth, 
let religion remove weakness, and habit instruct nature. [...] That virgin is not suffi- 
ciently worthy of approval who has to be enquired about when she is seen. (Ch. III.13). 


Paradoxically, Ambrose’s repudiation of laughter reaffirms to some degree Ar- 
istotle’s maxim that it is inherently human. In the Christian theologian’s case, 
laughter is feared precisely because it is part of uncontrollable human—espe- 
cially female—nature, which leads him to demand that virgins conquer this part 
of their humanity at all costs. Other Church Fathers share his prepossession. 
Clement of Alexandria points out that “to children and women especially 
laughter is the cause of slipping into scandal,” while Chrysostom and Jerome 
(in his Letters, 22 and 24,1) also see the laughter of virgins as a threat to modesty. 
In fact, Chrysostom is wary even of smiling.” Reflecting this spirit, Rudolf of 
Fulda, Carolingian monk writing in the early ninth century Vita Leobae (The Life 
of St. Leoba), praises Leoba’s self-control and emphasizes that despite her calm 
and cheerful demeanor, the Abbess of Bischofsheim never allowed herself to 
burst into laughter. Patristic theologians and their medieval successors see 
laughter as a symptom of immoderation, a sign of lax bodily control, and a threat to 
modesty that endangers the soul’s salvation. They thus establish a topos linking it 
to carnal desire and the consequent lack of chastity, the most treasured possession 
for a woman. 


Tensions within the Early Christian View of Laughter 


Although ecclesiastics like Isidor of Seville promote the ideal of humilitas mentis 
cum lacrymis (“humility of the mind with tears”), the early monastic treatment 
of laughter is actually riddled with tensions. The very same theologians who 
express strong views against laughter are well aware of the impossibility of 
eliminating it, even within monastic communities. It is more accurate to speak of 
its control rather than absolute rejection, even when the anti-laughter discourse 


62 Clement of Alexandria, “Paedagogus,” 250. 
63 Chrysostom, On Virginity, 100. Also see Gilhus, Laughing Gods, 6. 
64 From Rudolf of Fulda, “Life of Leoba,” in Dutton, Carolingian Civilization, 318. 
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dominates. The very same St. Basil (d. 379 C. E.) who strictly admonishes against 
uncontrollable and excessive laughter leaves a place for a gentle sign of joy: “It is 
not totally inappropriate to express the joy of the soul in a soft cheerful smile. 
The Scripture speaks of that when it says: ‘A happy heart brightens up the 
face.” Like its predecessors and contemporaries, the commentary on St. 
Benedict’s Rule composed by Smaragdus, the abbot of Saint-Mihiel, shortly after 
the Aachen Council of 816-817 C. E. acknowledges crying to be much more 
appropriate for the monk than laughing and rejects loud and unrestrained 
displays of emotion as dangerous and foolish. At the same time, Smaragdus also 
recognizes that only seldom do even monks succeed in conquering their hu- 
manity. Therefore, he leaves a place for a restrained, careful, and “honorable” 
kind of laughter even in monastic culture, for “the man cannot leave behind to 
what he is compelled by nature.” 

Another contentious topic within the monastic discourse during this time is 
the laughter of martyrdom. While derision is frequently interpreted as a sign of 
pride, Christian martyrs are said to have resorted to derisive laughter in order to 
defy their tormentors. On the one hand, mockery is admired for its spiritual 
character, stemming from its connection to the soul rather than the body: the 
martyr’s indifference to physical pain and suffering becomes a symbol of victory 
over carnality.” On the other hand, as Catherine Conybeare demonstrates in the 
case of St. Lawrence, the laughter of martyrdom was not at all unproblematic.® 
Various versions of this legend reveal that the saint’s behavior was perceived as 
unsettling even by the authors of his vita. During his painful and slow torture on 
the grill, St. Lawrence’s derisive laughter is unquestionably subversive; it chal- 
lenges the authority represented by the Roman prefect. Yet Conybeare shows that 
the saint’s laughter also presents him in a dubious light, placing him in a position 
similar to the one women normally occupy, thus casting a shadow over the 
grandeur of his masculine heroism.” 

Early Christian thought bequeaths to posterity a rather complicated view of 
laughter. The strong anti-laughter perspective will continue to resonate in all 


65 “Dagegen ist es nicht ungeziemend, durch sanftes heiteres Lächeln die Fröhlichkeit der Seele 
anzuzeigen. Davon allein spricht die Schrift, wenn sie sagt: ‘Ein fröhliches Herz erheitert das 
Angesicht.” As quoted by Schmitz, “quod rident homines,” 6. 

66 Schmitz, “quod rident homines,” 9. 

67 Asimilar emphasis on the spiritual nature of permissible laughter is present in Pope Gregory 
the Great’s Moralia in Job, in which he comments that the laughter of the elect in heaven will 
assume special status, radiating from the heart and not from the body. Sanders, Sudden 
Glory, 130. 

68 Cf. Conybeare, “Ambiguous Laughter,” 175-202. 

69 Ibid., 190-191, 193-194. Conybeare also refers to Judith Butler’s observation that in the 
dominant masculine culture, the derisive, subversive type of laughter is far more typical of 
women. 
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spheres of life, not only in religious discourse, but also in folklore, didactic 
works, and even fictional secular texts. Yet parallel to it, other voices treat 
laughter as part of human nature and acknowledge the fact that, as such, it is 
difficult if not impossible to eliminate. In an effort to establish limits for hilarity 
and control it, early-medieval culture openly condemns laughter that erupts 
loudly and affects rational discourse and bodily composure.” In addition, while 
the homo ridens is tolerated, the homo ludens (with his laugh of derision, the 
exact opposite of caritas) is denounced. As subsequent chapters will illustrate, 
the attempts to codify and control laughter reappear in high- and late-medieval 
discourses, and with them, the renewed interest in issues of chastity and virtue.”! 


Debate Continues: High-Medieval Theology of Laughter 


The tensions already apparent in the early monastic view of laughter are only 
heightened during the High Middle Ages (11"-13" c.), a time of important 
cultural development both in the ecclesiastic and secular parts of society. The 
three issues that affect the treatment of laughter in this period are changes in the 
perception of the body, the unprecedented rise of vernacular lay cultures and 
literatures, and the return of the debate on chastity. The high-medieval era 
reveals an intense preoccupation with the physical body and its corruptibility 
and changeability, most apparent in the treatment of the Eucharist and the 
increasing interest in relics: 


It [is] seen, for instance, in how the body of Christ was shown as bleeding and suffering 
and in the veneration of the fragments of the bodies of the saints, but also in the practice 
of judicial torture on living bodies and in how dead bodies were partitioned for reli- 
gious and medical purposes. It is as if the corruptibility which is inherent in bodies was 
fully revealed; they were opened up...” 


70 “Il riso accompagnato da sghignazzi e sussulti [subsannatio, risus cum cachinnis], il riso 
eccessivo, il riso intempestivo che rompe il silenzio, il riso grossolano” (“Laughter accom- 
panied by mockery or shaking [subsannatio, risus cum cachinnis], excessive laughter, un- 
timely laughter that disrupts silence, ungraceful laughter”). Le Goff, “Il riso,” 172. Also see 
Innes, “He Never,” 143. 

As Kathleen Coyne Kelly indicates in her study of medieval views on virginity, the discussion 
gets picked up in the central Middle Ages. From the twelfth century on, medieval society 
experienced a renascence of interest in the issues of virginity and chastity. Kelly supports her 
statement with numerous high- and late-medieval vernacular examples. See Kelly, Perfor- 
ming Virginity, 7. Another important and fascinating side of early-medieval laughter is the 
laughter of Gnostics, or to use Gilhus’ term, les enfants terribles of early Christianity. The 
constraints of this chapter do not allow a detailed analysis of this phenomenon, but a good 
overview can be found in Gilhus, Laughing Gods, 73-76. Also see Bröker, “Lachen als 
religidses Motiv in gnostischen Texten,” 111-125. 

72 Gilhus, Laughing Gods, 98. 
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Moreover, this era witnesses a renewal of the debates about chastity and virtue, 
owing to the Gregorian Reform. During the eleventh century, the Church at- 
tempted to set higher standards of moral behavior for priests, including the 
prohibition of marriage. Consequently, a new literature developed, criticizing 
marriage and emphasizing the importance of chastity. Although intended ini- 
tially for priests, these developments had widespread repercussions for the laity 
as well,” becoming a leading topic of debate in both ecclesiastical and secular 
discourses.” Finally, the increased influence of courtly society that made joy and 
affability crucial parts of its ethos and etiquette naturally impacted the dis- 
cussion about the value and place of laughter in a virtuous person’s life. It is one 
thing to demand obedience and sacrifice from those who have consciously 
chosen the life of austerity and self-renunciation, but how to control the emo- 
tional life of those who are not bound by such vows? These issues are reflected in 
the writings of high-medieval religious authors, demonstrating their keen 
awareness of the changing world around them. 

At first glance, the high-medieval position on laughter appears to be more 
accepting than the views of the earlier epochs. Laughter and smiling are featured 
frequently in sculpture and art, joy is treated as a virtue and an indicator of 
harmony in aristocratic vernacular texts, and “laughter” becomes one of the 
most frequently used words in courtly literature. Yet a closer look at written and 
artistic sources of this time reveals that despite this seeming approval, all the 
manifestations of high-medieval laughter point toward the continuous codifi- 
cation of its practice, an effort to further determine who is allowed to laugh, 
when, and how. In this regard, the High Middle Ages inhabit the same tradition 
as the previous epochs, going back to the Early Church Fathers. The struggle is 
palpable in scholastic debates and responses to carnivalesque processions, in 
Berthold of Regensburg’s sermons, and in Hildegard of Bingen’s medical writ- 
ings. It is also apparent in the contrast between the gaping mouths of gargoyles, 
sinners, and fools and the barely perceptible, Mona-Lisa-like smiles of the 
Amiens angels. The high-medieval approach is thus best described by Le Goff’s 
term “liberation and control of laughter,””° which despite the seeming contra- 
diction accurately represents the lack of consensus, the constant tension between 


73 Karras, Sexuality, 43. 

74 Ibid., 37. Aaron Gurevich also points out the ever-presence of religious doctrine in this 
historical period: “Everybody who lived in medieval Christian society belonged to different 
levels of culture. Everybody was Christian and therefore had something in common with the 
culture and religiosity of the learned people. Of course the monks, the Church prelates, the 
educated people and theologians had much more information and knowledge about the 
Christian truth than simple folk. [...] But even the most uneducated people possessed some 
information concerning Christian ideas and Christian beliefs.” Gurevich, “Bakhtin and His 
Theory of Carnival,” 59. 

75 Le Goff, “Le rire au Moyen Age,” 12. 
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two diametrically opposed positions: one that attempts to make a place for 
laughter and recognizes it as necessary or at least unavoidable, and one that is 
fixed on limiting it. 

Works dealing with laughter in this period commonly follow three trajecto- 
ries; they reiterate authoritative opinions, engage and debate with them, or 
subvert the established ideologies. Whichever approach an individual author 
chooses, it is still deeply rooted in tradition and the continuing influence of the 
past, “a repository of normative guidelines for Christian belief and action.””° 
Here the authority of the Church Fathers remains unquestionable, even when it 
is being debated against (Aquinas) or merely expanded on (Hildegard), the later 
thinkers are always careful to maintain, to use Clare Lees’ expression, an “im- 
pression of continuity” with their predecessors.” 

Patristic opinions retain their popularity during the High Middle Ages. Jer- 
ome, Ambrose, Tertullian, and Chrysostom are all cited repeatedly, giving the 
new generation of thinkers legitimacy and textual authority. Here one finds both 
apocalyptic motifs and the familiar argument about Christ’s humanity. For 
example, in the writings of Bernard de Clairvaux (1090 - 1153), laughter is said to 
constitute a crucial distinction between Christians and heathens because only 
the former are aware of why it should be avoided—an obvious allusion to the 
Last Judgment.” The question of Christ’s laughter returns in the writings of John 
of Salisbury (ca. 1115-1180), who points out in his Policraticus (1154) that “no 
man has seen him [Christ] laugh, but he has frequently wept in the presence of 
men.”” This argument remains popular well into the fourteenth century, as 
evidenced, for example, by the poem Cursor mundi (The Runner of the World) 
(ca. 1300) and the writings of John Wycliff.” 

In the German-speaking lands, the anti-laughter discourse is as enduring as it 
is in the rest of Europe. The monastic rules, even those written in the vernacular, 
reflect the influence of the earlier models. Even though separated from St. Ben- 
edict’s Rule by three centuries, the twelfth-century fragment known as Die 
Nonnenregel (“The Rule for the Nuns”)” advises its audience on the dangers of 
the mouth and tirelessly warns of the importance of silence and the discipline of 


76 Lees, Tradition, 21. 

77 Ibid., 28. 

78 Moulinier, “Quand le malin,” 469. 

79 Sanders, Sudden Glory, 136. 

80 “Of Cristis laughing we reden never in Holy Writt, but of His myche penaunse, teris, and 
shedynge of blod”; “That thrice he wept we find i-nogh / Bot we find never quar he logh.” As 
quoted in Sanders, Sudden Glory, 136. 

81 Ms. C 76/290 is said to come from the cloister Adelhausen in Breisgau and is now located in 
the Stadtbibliothek in Zurich, Switzerland. The name of the text is based on the inscription 
found on the first two blank pages: “diss büch Ist des Closters (ze) adelnhusen.” For an 
edition of the work, see “Nonnenregel,” 22-24. 
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speech: “von rede er [mund] gerne swigen sol”; “so soltu dich ze allir zit vor 
lüten worten huete dich. mit dunkeler stimme sprich” (“It [the mouth] should 
willingly abstain from speech”; “So should you guard yourself against loud 
words. Speak in a low voice,” Die Nonnenregel, vv. 15-16; 20-23). Just like the 
original Rule, it also contains explicit warnings about the dangers ofthe outside 
world and, unsurprisingly, of laughter: “dv welt ist das helle tor. div hoere von 
dem mvnde din. der sol vil wol bewart sin meistlich lachen han” (“The world is 
the gates of hell. Shut it in front of your mouth. It should be very well guarded 
against laughter,” Die Nonnenregel, vv. 10-13). Similarly, Ecclesiastien homilae 
by Hugh of Saint Victor (ca. 1096-1141), a Saxon canon regular, a mystic, and 
allegedly the first theologian to synthesize the dogmatic treasures of the patristic 
age and form them into a coherent and complete body of doctrine, reveals a 
strong hostility toward laughter, branding it as an outright evil: “To be noted 
[that] whereas joy is only proven to be wrong, laughter is indeed altogether 
disapproved of, because laughter is evil in every respect.”” 

The patristic views spread beyond the ecclesiastical community thanks to the 
efforts of religious clerics writing in the vernacular.” They were transmitted to 
the laity in the form of homiletic literature, didactic and religious tales, exempla, 
and parables. In his poem Von des todes gehugde (On the Remembrance of Death) 
Heinrich von Melk (writing ca. 1160-1180) condemns those whose overly 
cheerful, insincere demeanor proves that they do not have a “true love in their 
hearts” (“di waren minne in dem hercen”): “They may well know how to ridicule 
and grin” (“wol chvnnen si spotent vnt greinen,” Von des todes gehugde, vv. 201 - 
202).** He also reiterates the view that true joy can be found only in Paradise: 


Da ist elliv chlage fremde 

vnder dem himelischem sende, 

da sint die gedanch alle vrei, 

dane waeiz niemen, waz angest sei; 

mer vrevden mvgen si da lehen, 

denn iemen habe gehoert oder gesehen 

oder iemen gedenchen chvnne 

ir vrevde ist immer ane cil. (Von des todes gehugde, vv. 985 - 997) 


82 “Notandum quod gaudium tantum arguitur, risus vero omnino reporbatur, quia risus om- 
nimodo malus est; gaudium non semper malum est, nisi quando de malo est.” As quoted in 
Sanders, Sudden Glory, 128 f. Translation mine. Sanders’ own translation appears to be only 
fragmentary, “Joy may be good or evil, depending on its source, but laughter is in every 
respect evil”. 

83 See for example Anton Schénbach’s three-volume collection of German sermons of the 
thirteenth to fourteenth centuries. Schönbach, Altdeutsche Predigten. In volume 1 there are 
several familiar motifs such as Jesus’s laughter (Sermon 1; 8,11), as well as allusions to Luke 
6:21-25 (Sermon 6; 39,5) and Ecclesiastes 7:5 (Sermon 191; 299,29). 

84 Cited according to Heinrich von Melk, Von des todes gehugde. 
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No lament will be known to the righteous ones in heaven. There all thoughts will be free, 
for nobody shall know what fear is. More joys will be given them there than one has ever 
seen, heard or thought of. Their joy will last forever without end. 


Heinrich’s message is echoed by a thirteenth-century German sermon that 
brings together various themes, including the question of Christ’s laughter and 
the apocalyptic promise of terrible punishment after death for idle laughter in 
this life found in Luke 6:25: 


du ensolt uoch nicht itelichen lachen, uffe daz die nicht gesche als den von den got 
spricht in dem ewangelio: ve vobis qui nunc ridetis etc. we iuch die ir nu lachet, wanne 
ir wert her nach weinent vuorege trehen. unser herre Jesus Christ der weinnete ober 
Lazzarum und Jerusalem die stat, von sinen lachen les wir niht. dar umme so si wir in 
der jamercheit und sulen billicher weinnen danne lachen. (Sermon 1; 8,11-19)°° 


You should not laugh vainly, so that you would not fare as those of whom God speaks in 
His Gospel: ve vobis qui nunc ridetis, etc. Woe to you who laugh now, for you shall 
afterwards weep fiery tears. Our Lord Jesus Christ wept over Lazarus and the city of 
Jerusalem; yet of his laughter we read nothing. Therefore, let us remain in sorrow; 
weeping befits us better than laughter. 


All these themes are brought together in a parable by the thirteenth-century 
author Der Stricker, which remained extremely popular all over Europe well into 
the fifteenth century. The short didactic poem, “The Earnest King” (Germ.: “Der 
ernsthafte König”; MHG: “Ditz ist von einem kunege der wolde nie niht ge- 
lachen”), tells about a virtuous king questioned by his brother about the cause 
of his perpetually serious demeanor. In response, the ruler summons an as- 
sembly, orders his brother to undress, and surrounds him with four spears 
pointing directly at his bare flesh. Having noticed that the naked man’s careless 
manner has quickly given way to great anxiety, the king inquires why he no 
longer feels like laughing, to which the brother replies that if he were to do so, all 
the four spears would immediately pierce his body. The king then explains to all 
present that what they have witnessed is an allegorical representation of what he 
endures daily: “Four spears aim at my heart” (“Vier sper sten an dem herzen 
min,” EK, v. 105). The message of the story is familiar and typically patristic: no 
good Christian should be capable of laughter as long as he is aware of Christ’s 
suffering on the cross, of his own mortality, and of the uncertainty he will face 
even after his death: “Ein sper daz vaste dar in get: daz ist die marter die Krist 
leit” (“One spear that pierces [my heart] is the torture that Christ suffered,” EK, 
vv. 116-117); “daz wendet mich des lachen wol / daz ich die zit niht wizzen sol / 
wen mich der tot ersliche / und mich scheide von minem riche” (“It truly turns 


85 Schönbach, Altdeutsche Predigten 1:8. 
86 Cited according to the following edition: “Der ernsthafte König,” 63-68. 
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away my laughter that I cannot know when death will slay me and thus part me 
from my kingdom and wealth,” EK, vv. 143 - 146); “daz ist die engestliche not / 
welich vart mir schaffe min tot” (“My great anxiety is [that I do not know] with 
what kind of way my death will provide me,” EK, vv. 157 - 158).*’ The popularity 
of the story across time and the fact that it was incorporated into numerous 
collections prove that the enduring apprehension of laughter and its potential 
threat to individual salvation continued to preoccupy not only the medieval 
ecclesiastical elite but secular society as well. 

During the High Middle Ages patristic views on laughter also provide ma- 
terial for further inquiry and even for intellectual debate about their accuracy. 
One finds this approach in the works of two prominent figures of the period, 
Hildegard of Bingen (1098-1179) and Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274). While in 
her liturgical drama Ordo virtutum, Hildegard continues the early-medieval 
paradigm of denouncing laughter as proper to the devil,” she offers quite a 
different perspective in her contribution to medieval health science, Causae et 
curae, completed between 1151 and 1158.” Belonging to both monastic and 
popular medicinal traditions, Causae et curae is a handbook of advice in matters 
of sickness and health, which despite its singular scientific approach remains 
deeply rooted in the canonical Christian texts.” The intertwining of natural 
philosophy and theology characterizes Hildegard’s treatment of laughter as well; 
the two approaches serve to reinforce one another. For example, in the chapter 
“Adam’s Knowledge,””' the visionary accounts for the sinfulness of laughter with 
the help of its physiology, which she considers to be a direct result of the Fall: 


Adam’s Knowledge. Before his fall, Adam knew the angels’ song and every form of 
music and had a voice like the peal of the bell. However, as a result of his fall, through 
envy, the serpent infested his marrow and his abdomen with a kind of wind, and it is 


87 Sieglinde Hartmann analyses other texts by Stricker, including his humorous stories, known 
as Schwänke, and illustrates the extent to which Stricker’s writings are influenced by the early 
Christian debates on laughter. Hartmann, “Ein empirischer Beitrag,” 107-129. 

88 Moulinier, “Quand,” 469. 

89 Translated into English as Holistic Healing. The manuscript copy of it, known as Liber 
compositae medicinae (Book of Holistic Medicine), Codex 90b is currently located in Co- 
penhagen. 

90 See Palmquist and Kulas’s introduction in Hildegard of Bingen, Holistic Healing, xiii. 

91 The chapter headings themselves are not authentic Hildegard’s inventions. They are said to 
have been created by a thirteenth-century scribe who took it upon himself to divide Hil- 
dergard’s manuscript into five sections and separate chapters, assigning each chapter its 
individual title. Said scribe is believed to have shorted the original title of the work as well, 
since Matthew of Westminster cites this work in 1292 with its full Latin title: Liber compositae 
medicinae de aegritudinum causis, signis atque curis. Hildegard of Bingen, Holistic Healing, 
xii-xiii. 
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still present in every man. Through this wind a person’s spleen becomes fat, and 
thereby inappropriate intemperance, hilarity, and echoing laughter are set loose.” 


Hildegard does not address the social and individual psychological aspects of 
laughter that make it so disturbing to Christian thinkers. She attributes its 
origins to an external corruptive force—the devil—thus revealing her famil- 
iarity with the topos of diabolical laughter. Yet she treats its causes not as merely 
“spiritual” (envy and desire for superiority), but also as physiological: the Evil 
one literally interferes with the functioning of Adam’s (human) body. Laughter is 
therefore similar to (and is a product of) a disease. It is linked to moral qualities 
such as immoderation and impropriety (“immoderate intemperance”), but is 
also set loose by the evil wind festering in the fatty human spleen. Its origin is 
thus wholly corporeal, making it inherently impure. Before the Fall, there was no 
need for laughter, since there were no corrupt bodies. This idea gets further 
developed in the next passage called “Echoing Laughter and Hilarity”: 


Echoing Laughter and Hilarity. Just as at Adam’s fall the pure, holy form of begetting 
offspring was transformed into carnal desire, so also the voice full of heavenly joy that 
Adam possessed changed into the opposite sound of hilarity and resounding laughter. 
Inappropriate rowdiness and laughter have a certain commonality with carnal desire, 
and the same wind that sets loose laughter, emerges from a person’s marrow and 
disturbs his abdomen and his bowels. Once in a while as a result of excessive dis- 
turbance, laughter drives as much tear water out of the eyes from the blood in the 
vessels as foam of the man’s seed is driven out from the blood in the vessels by the heat 
of his passionate desire.” 


Here again, one notices Hildegard’s attempt to juggle her own innovative nat- 
ural-philosophical perspective with the traditional moral or social view of 
laughter prevalent in the ecclesiastical tradition. The passage acknowledges the 
disturbing, inappropriate, aesthetic side of the emotional gesture and its met- 
aphorical association with carnality. Yet it also establishes physiological affinity 
between laughter and human sexuality. Sexual activity is the post-Fall trans- 
formation of what was originally intended to be pure and sinless procreation.” 
For this reason, earthly laughter is a sullied form of what could have been eternal 
unpolluted heavenly joy. Its “commonality with carnal desire” is explained with 
the help of the theory of winds and humors, widespread at Hildegard’s time; she 
claims it to be released by “the same wind” that disturbs the person’s abdomen 
and bowels and sets in motion the procreation process, i.e. ejaculation. Since 
laughter is seen as a physiological process, as a bodily disturbance akin to a 


92 Ibid., 132. Italics as used in the text. 

93 Ibid. 

94 Cf. Chrysostom’s position on sexuality as the result of the Fall in On Virginity, XIV.5-6 and 
XV.2. See John Chrysostom, On Virginity, 21-23. 
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disease, it can and should be treated. In the chapter “For Immoderate Laughing,” 
Hildegard offers some creative recipes on how to manage laughing fits and 
explains their damaging effects on the body and the curative magic of her 
medicine.” However unusual it may look, her approach to the emotion as a 
treatable physical malady has a very familiar outcome. It effectively reinforces 
the well-established view of it as utterly corporeal in nature. The “empirical” 
methods thus strengthen the existing theological opinions of laughter as bodily, 
sinful, and thus in need of constant control. 

That said, Hildegard’s writings on laughter are by no means consistent; just 
like the larger medieval discourse, her pioneering text contains tensions and 
contradictions. The view of laughter’s diabolical and sinful origins coexists with 
more hopeful and positive opinions, such as the ones found in the chapter “Joy 
and Laughter.” Both the former and the latter can be positive as long as they 
occur when a person “is not aware of anything sad, unpleasant, or bad in 
himself.”” Remarkably, contrary to the widespread admonitions based on Luke 
6:21-25, Hildegard seems to prefer joy to sadness. She compares the heart of a 
joyous person to a blossoming flower: “When a person’s consciousness is not 
aware of anything sad, unpleasant, or bad in himself, this person’s heart also 
opens itself to joy, just as blossoms open themselves to the sun’s warmth.”” Joy 
thus offers a positive alternative for laughter’s origins. And yet even in this very 
chapter, the vocabulary used to refer to laughter in general is frequently de- 
rogatory, emphasizing its inferior nature. Its sound is likened to the “sound of an 
animal” and to a horse’s neighing.” These animalistic comparisons go against 
Aristotle’s thesis about laughter as inherently human, subordinate it to in- 
telligible speech, and brand it as aesthetically unpleasant. Even in this seemingly 
positive chapter, the prejudice against laughter is far too strong, as revealed in 
repeated warnings about excess and its danger to human health. Immoderate 
hilarity is ranked together with such negative emotions as sadness and anger 
that “make a person thin and weak,” they “weaken the stomach and cause the 
humors to circulate incorrectly.”” 

A discussion of high-medieval religious writings would be incomplete 


95 “For Immoderate Laughing. A person who is seized and shaken by excessive laughter should 
grind up some muscat nut, add half as much sugar, shake this in some heated wine, and drink 
it both on an empty stomach and after having eaten something. For immoderate laughter 
dries out the lungs and shakes up the liver, and the heat of the sugar that has become liquid 
restores the lungs. If these two agents are regulated with the heightened heat of the wine and 
then consumed, they restore the good humors to their proper order which, through im- 
moderate laughing, have become unbalanced.” Hildegard of Bingen, Holistic Healing, 176. 

96 Ibid., 132. 

97 Ibid. 

98 Ibid. 

99 Ibid. 
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without mentioning Scholasticism, given that, as John W. Baldwin points out, 
scholastics had an expressed interest in mastering authoritative texts while 
debating “thorny questions and smoothing out conflicts.” They develop what 
Le Goff calls a “casuistry of laughter” (une casuistique du rire), in an effort to 
define who is authorized to laugh and when it is legitimate to do so. Thomas 
Aquinas’s Summa Theologica provides the most prominent example of this 
approach. In four articles of Question 168, “Of Modesty as Consisting in the 
Outward Movements of the Body,” Aquinas explores the alleged sinfulness of 
laughter by engaging with the almost proverbial patristic opinions, with the help 
of formal thesis-antithesis postulates: “(1) Whether there can be virtue and vice 
in the outward movements of the body that are done seriously? (2) Whether 
there can be a virtue about playful actions? (3) Of the sin consisting in excess of 
play; (4) Of the sin consisting in lack of play.”’*' The way in which the questions 
are formulated suggests that this theologian’s approach to mirth, laughter, and 
the body might be less restrictive than that of his predecessors. And indeed, his 
response to Ambrose’s interpretation of Luke 6:21 (“Woe to you who laugh, for 
you shall weep”) disagrees with the Church Father’s conclusion that “all, and not 
only excessive games should be avoided” and that “therefore there cannot be a 
virtue about games.” Aquinas defends joy, pleasure, and laughter because of 
their therapeutic effect on the human soul.'” 

However, as in Hildegard’s case, Aquinas’s less rigid views regarding joy and 
laughter should not be taken as an unconditional acceptance of them. To use C. S. 
Lewis’s description of Aquinas’s rhetorical strategy, “He seems always to take 
away with one hand what he holds out to us with the other.”'” Summa reveals a 
delicate balance between the inherited tradition of Christian theology and his 
own views on the matter, inspired by the Aristotelian philosophy and other 
works of classical antiquity, to which he continuously refers. While proclaiming 
mirth and joy beneficial for one’s health (Article 2) and for greater social har- 
mony (Article 4), Aquinas is also careful to agree with some of his austere 


100 Baldwin, The Scholastic Culture of the Middle Ages, 85. 

101 Quoted according to Aquinas, Summa, 1870. 

102 “Just as man needs bodily rest for the body’s refreshment, because he cannot always be at 
work, since his power is finite and equal to a certain fixed amount of labor, so too is it with 
his soul whose power is also finite and equal to a fixed amount of work. [...] Now just as 
weariness of the body is dispelled by resting the body, so weariness of the soul must needs 
[sic] be remedied by resting the soul: and the soul’s rest is pleasure...” Question 168, Article 
2 in Aquinas, Summa, 1872. 

103 Lewis, Allegory of Love, 16. Aquinas utilizes the method commonly used in medieval 
disputation and presents two sides of the argument side by side; however, more than 
Aquinas’s method, Lewis addresses his ambiguous philosophical position. 
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predecessors that “excessive play pertains to senseless mirth, called by Gregory 
(Moral. xxi, 17) a daughter of gluttony”: 


I answer that, In human affairs whatever is against reason is a sin. Now it is against 
reason for a man to be burdensome to others, by offering no pleasure to others, and by 
hindering their enjoyment. Wherefore Seneca [...] says (De Quat. Virt., cap. De 
Continentia): “Let your conduct be guided by wisdom so that no one will think you 
rude, or despise you as a cad.” Now a man who is without mirth, not only is lacking in 
playful speech, but is also burdensome to others, since he is deaf to the moderate mirth 
of others. Consequently they are vicious, and are said to be boorish or rude, as the 
Philosopher states (Ethic. iv, 8). Since, however, mirth is useful for the sake of the rest 
and pleasures it affords; and since, in human life, pleasure and rest are not in quest for 
their own sake, but for the sake of operation, as stated in Ethic. x, 6, it follows that “lack 
of mirth is less sinful than excess thereof.” Hence the Philosopher says (Ethic. ix, 10): 
“We should make few friends for the sake of pleasure, since but little sweetness suffices 
to season life, just as little salt suffices for our meat.” 

Reply to Objection 1: Mirth is forbidden the penitent because he is called upon to mourn 
for his sins. Nor does this imply a vice in default, because this very diminishment of 
mirth in them is in accordance with reason. 

Reply to Objection 2: Jeremias speaks there in accordance with the times, the state of 
which required that man should mourn; wherefore he adds: “I sat alone, because Thou 
hast filled me with threats.” The words of Tobias 3 refer to excessive mirth; and this is 
evident from his adding: “Neither have I made myself partaker with them that walk in 
lightness.” 

Reply to Objection 3: Austerity, as a virtue, does not exclude all pleasures, but only such 
as are excessive and inordinate; wherefore it would seem to pertain to affability, which 
the Philosopher (Ethic. iv, 6) calls “friendliness,” or, otherwise wittiness. Nevertheless 
he names and defines it thus in respect of its agreement with temperance, to which it 
belongs to restrain pleasure.’ 


Aquinas places a particular emphasis on affability, the quality of being pleasant 
to others, a motif prominent in the contemporary vernacular literature and 
conduct texts. Unlike Ambrose’s treatise on virginity, in which social intercourse 
is presented as a dangerous aspect of the secular world that threatens virtuous 
ascetic bodies, Thomas treats it as an important component of human life. 
Laughter is disapproved of not because it stems from affability, but because ifit is 
excessive, it can disrupt social relations. In this respect, the High Middle Ages 
exhibit a preoccupation not only with the salvation of the human soul, but also 
with much more immediate concerns, such as social interaction and acceptance, 
for which the body is recognized as an important means of communication. 
Aquinas objects to the position of the Apostle Andronicus who “counts austerity 
to be one of the virtues” and “describes it as a habit whereby a man neither gives 


104 Question 168, Article 3, Reply to Objection 2 in Aquinas, Summa, 1874. 
105 Question 168, Article 4 in Aquinas, Summa, 1874 - 1875. 
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nor receives the pleasures of conversation.”'” By responding that even austerity 
itself “does not exclude all pleasures, but only such as are excessive and in- 
ordinate,” he reveals his understanding of mankind’s social nature, and that it is 
impossible to abolish mirth and laughter just as it would be impossible to 
eliminate all social interaction. Aquinas offers a middle ground and emphasizes 
the importance of self-restraint and bodily control, the ideal of moderatio in all 
things as one of the most important characteristics of a “good man” (vir bonus). 
Thus he reconciles the two positions and illustrates the Legoffian contréle de rire 
at work. 

All the aspects of high-medieval laughter are represented in the German 
sermons of the Franciscan friar Berthold of Regensburg (1210-1272). A char- 
ismatic preacher and a prolific writer, Berthold left numerous Latin sermons 
transmitted in more than 300 manuscripts and 211 sermons written in the 
vernacular.” Whether the so-called “German sermons” were truly his or only 
attributed to him, it is obvious that in either case his name provided the weight of 
legitimacy and authority. Unlike those of Hildegard and Aquinas, Berthold’s 
view of laughter is uniformly derogatory. His writings demonstrate an awareness 
of both the canonical works and contemporary debates and reveal a pre- 
occupation with the state of morality among the laity. Like his early monastic 
predecessors, Berthold interprets laughter in eschatological terms: as a symp- 
tom of shortsightedness and insufficient concern with eternal salvation. In the 
sermon with the telling title “Von fünf schedelichen sünden” (“Of Five Harmful 
Sins”), the preacher admonishes: 


Fliehet die sünde diu dä heizet unkiusche. Wellet ir des niht tuon, vil wunderlichen 
balde von der gesuntheit des libes unde von lanclebenne iuwers libes unde von der 
gnäde gotes in den lôn nach den sünden zuo dem éwigen töde, nû des Ersten an der sêle 
und an dem jungesten tage an libe und an séle! Ja ist ez iu niht wan ein gespöte und ein 
gelachter. Jâ kumt noch der tac, daz der schimpf gar ze einem ernste wirt, des niemer 
mêr zerrinnet. (XXVII, 10-17)!” 


Flee the sin called unchastity. If you do not wish to do so, then you shall marvel at [what will 
happen to] the health and longevity of your body and to God’s mercy. As a reward for your 
sins [you shall be condemned] to eternal death, first in soul, and on the Judgment Day in 
body and soul! Truly, to you it is all nothing but a joke and a laugh. Verily, the day shall come 
when your jesting turns into gravity to which there shall be no end. 


106 Question 168, Article 4, Objection 3 in Aquinas, Summa, 1874. 

107 VL 1:819. The question of authenticity in the case of Berthold’s “German sermons” con- 
tinues to be debated. Frank Banta argues that the German sermons are not authentic and 
have only been transmitted under Berthold’s name, while Joachim Bumke asserts with 
certainty that there is no reason to question their authenticity. Cf. VL 1:819; Bumke, Ge- 
schichte, 425. 

108 VA 1:435. 
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In contrast to Aquinas, who treats laughter as a universal human ability, for 
Berthold it is a particular secular, or courtly, vice that deserves condemnation as 
an idle pastime together with other forms of amusement, such as jesting, 
dancing, or playing games: 


Der sechst sunde stam is vrazhait, des est sint & zeit ezzen, edeleu ezzen, chostleicheu 
ezzen machen, ze vil ezzen, [...] und gelustleicheu löterrede und loterfur nach wirt- 
scheften, ungefuogeu gemeleich oder schimpf, unmäzzich gelechter, vergezzerung 
gotes und des todes, spil mitwürfel, pretspil, schachzagel und sölheu spil..." (Ap- 
pendix A, vv. 30ff) 


The origin of the sixth sin is gluttony. To that belong eating all the time, fine eating, 
preparing expensive meals, eating too much, [...] joyful but useless speech and good- 
for-nothing lifestyle, impolite jollity or joking, immoderate laughter, forgetting God 
and death, playing games, board games, chess, and other such pastimes... 


Women are particularly singled out and advised against all immoderation in 
enjoying life, which includes dancing and joking: “ir frouwen, schönet ouch 
iuwer selbe gar flizicliche vor springen unde vor schimpfe unde vor tanzen” 
(“You women, protect yourself diligently from jumping, jesting, and dancing,” 
XLII, 6-7).'"° Berthold explicitly ties laughter to the lack of chastity (unkiusche), 
for which humanity was punished with the biblical Flood, and condemns it in all 
possible forms, including ridicule (smehen, gespoett, and gespoettlachen) and 
loud, bodily, immoderate outbursts (chahitzen).''' Laughter is also con- 
spicuously included in the long list of the sins of the mouth, such as gluttony 
(“unmäze des mundes an ezzen und trinken”), excessive talkativeness, vicious 
speech, and slander. While warnings against these transgressions are present in 
most of Berthold’s speeches, Sermon I of Appendix A substantially expands this 
catalogue to more than fourteen lines of text, adding several categories that 
clearly aim their criticism at the secular ideal of courtly love service and the 
literature that perpetuated it: “weib erwerben” (“wooing women”), “singen 
wertleicheu lieder” (“singing of secular songs”), “lesen tauetsche puech die 
valsch sint und unniitz” (“reading of books in the vernacular, i.e. German, which 
are false and useless”), “die stimm trilberen, so man singen sol gotes lob” 
(“trilling one’s voice the way one should sing God’s praises”).'"” For Berthold, 


109 VA 2:670-671. 

110 VA 1:57. 

111 For references to the Flood, see sermon “Von ruofenden sünden” (“Of Calling Sins,” VI), VA 
1:81-83. Also see vv. 25ff in VA 1:87. For ridicule see Sermons I, VII, and XXVII. For 
chahitzen, cf. v. 23 in VA 2:672. Chahitzen is a rare Germanized version of the Latin 
onomatopoeic cachinnus, referring to loud or violent laughter (etymologically related to the 
actual sounds of laughter *ha ha). Kremer, “Das Lachen,” 43. 

112 Vv. 15-25 in VA 2:672. 
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courtly ideology is firmly connected to shortsightedness, the want of morality, 
and laughter. 

It is hard to do justice to the complexity of medieval theological discourse on 
laughter in just one chapter. Much more can be said about the forms of religious 
expression that do not suppress but rather utilize and favor human laughter, 
particularly in the later Middle Ages. However, since most of the literary texts 
analyzed in this study belong to the high-medieval period, such manifestations 
of laughter as the Passion plays (Corpus Christi) and the risus paschalis have to be 
excluded from the present discussion.’ 

A brief word needs to be said about the phenomenon of carnival, this ultimate 
form of subversive laughter, which exploits its connection to human sexuality. 
Much has been written on the carnival tradition thanks to the discussion ini- 
tiated by the Russian literary critic Mikhail Bakhtin in his seminal study Rabelais 
and His World. Bakhtin famously presented the late-medieval carnival as an 
alternative to the hegemonic power of the Church, as a cathartic, salvific ex- 
pression of popular rebellion against the restrictive and oppressive religious 
ideology." Even though commonly thought to be a late-medieval phenomenon, 
the carnival tradition began much earlier. The oldest mention of the Feast of 
Fools (festum stultorum) comes from the end of the eleventh century and is 
attributed to the Rector of Theology in Paris, Joannes Belethus. It is also known 
that in 1199 the Bishop of Paris, Eudes de Sylly, wrote a decree against this feast 
in Notre Dame.’ The tradition of carnival processions must have been estab- 
lished firmly enough by the end of the twelfth century for it to disturb the 
ecclesiastical authorities and to warrant condemnation. The Feasts of Fools 
(festum fatuorum, festum follorum, or festum stultorum), the Feasts of the 


113 Their meaning and effect continue to be debated. Particularly popular in England during 
the fourteenth to sixteenth centuries, the Passion plays were originally a byproduct of the 
medieval feast Corpus Christi, “the feast in which the symbolic Eucharistic world of the 
Medieval period culminated.” Gilhus, Laughing Gods, 88. As far as the risus paschalis is 
concerned, Werner Röcke’s recent study illustrates that there are still many misconceptions 
to be resolved, including the very definition of this phenomenon (preachers driving their 
parishioners into fits of laughter during the Easter service). See Bachorski et al., “Perfor- 
mativität,” 335-336. On Passion plays and Corpus Christi see Choi, “Corpus Christi Cycle,” 
131-151; Fichte, “Die Darstellung”; Bergmann, Studien zu Entstehung; Bumke, Geschichte, 
404-407. 

114 Some aspects of Bakhtin’s argument, such as a rather black-and-white contrast between the 
“Jaugh-less” Middle Ages and the unbridled and free laughter of the Renaissance, are no 
longer accepted as unquestionable. See, for example, Le Goff, “Le rire au Moyen Age,” 13; 
Gilhus, Laughing Gods, 103-107. In fact, Gilhus describes the time following the Ren- 
aissance and Reformation as no less hostile towards laughter than the medieval period. 
Gilhus, Laughing Gods, 100. 

115 Gilhus, Laughing Gods, 147. Gurevich, however, disagrees and cautions that the carnival 
proper is a late-medieval and Renaissance phenomenon. Gurevich, “Bakhtin,” 56. 
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Subdeacons (festum subdiaconorum), the Feast of the Ass (festum asini), and the 
Feast of the Rod (festum baculi) appropriate and subvert the religious ritual 
while representing and celebrating the opening up of the body to the sensory 
world, the age-old connection between laughter and sexuality. The participating 
priests are said to have dressed up in female garments, clothes with clear sexual 
connotations, for the female gender represented disorder and corporeality. One 
of the important characteristics of the carnival is its interest in the material, 
unruly body and its functions, including sexuality; Bakhtin refers to this aspect 
as snizhenie, a Russian term commonly rendered into English as “pointing 
downward”: from high to low, from spirit to body, from head and face to but- 
tocks and genitals.''° Carnival participants thus exploited the very aspect that the 
doctrinal tradition before them had attempted to subdue. The subversive nature 
of the carnival and the negative responses to it, however, illustrate that the 
ambivalence toward laughter that plagued earlier epochs was very much present 
in the High Middle Ages. 

This uncertainty is manifested in continuous attempts to create a taxonomy of 
laughter and to define its permissible and unacceptable forms. The attempts at 
codification illustrate the medieval awareness that Aristotle’s view of laughter as 
inherently human was ultimately true. At the same time, its numerous aspects 
are perceived as disturbing. They correspond to, as Gilhus points out, two 
phenomenological fields of laughter in religion: the connection between the 
physical body, creation and birth, sexuality and eroticism, food and intoxicating 
drinks, feasts and comedies, madness and wisdom, and the destructive and 
antisocial powers, seen in destruction and death, derision and shame, ridicule 
and blasphemy, and ultimately tragedy.’”” As the new Christian religion tries to 
differentiate itself from the surrounding and former religious pagan practices, 
laughter inevitably becomes involved in the debate on the body, propriety, sal- 
vation, and virtue. As the issues of corporeality, chastity, and virtue are par- 
ticularly important in monastic communities, laughter is frequently interpreted 
as a sign of immoderation, foolishness, and, in women’s case, as signaling a 
possible lack of sexual virtue, while its rejection demonstrates one’s internal 
goodness. In order to obtain salvation after death, an early-medieval Christian 
had to perform virtue at all times, whether in front of a human or divine audi- 
ence. As Althoff points out, performance was practiced not only in secular 
interactions, but also in communicating with God and the saints.''* The truth of 
this observation is illustrated by the thirteenth-century cleric Thomasin von 
Zerclaere, who warns that those who laugh in church act unwisely because the 


116 Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World, 11. 
117 Gilhus, Laughing Gods, 4. 
118 Althoff, “Demonstration und Inszenierung,” 250. 
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saints can witness their transgression.’ Early Christianity and medieval mo- 
nasticism bequeath to posterity what in German is called der Unwert des Lachens 
(the depreciation of laughter).'” 

By the High Middle Ages, patristic texts are seen as authoritative opinions, 
which—even when questioned—continue to influence ecclesiastical and secular 
discourses. “I thought of laughter as folly,” proclaims the Vulgate Bible.'” Even 
as the high-medieval society develops a seemingly more accepting view of joy— 
curiously coinciding with the rise of courtly culture, the increased importance of 
laity, and the development of vernacular literatures'”— the interest in control- 
ling it indicates the persistence of the same concerns that plagued their prede- 
cessors and endured well into the future. In the fourteenth century, the female 
mystic Margaret Ebner interprets her own laughter as a sign of suffering to 
come,!” and the fourteenth-century author Der Teichner continues to transmit 
the belief to his audience that hilarity is incompatible with virtue, and partic- 
ularly with holiness.'”* The following chapters will show that the secular treat- 
ment of laughter in many ways reflects the uncertainty we find in the religious 
discourse, but that medieval aristocratic culture also played an important role in 
“domesticating” laughter.'” Some of its forms become an integral part of courtly 
protocol. Yet even within courtly culture, the question of laughter’s propriety 
continues to be debated, especially for women who are expected to perform 
virtue at any cost. 


119 “Swer da ist mit ubermuot / und chlaffet unde lachet / wizzet, daz der selbe mahet / die 
heiligen ze geziuge siner missetat” (WG, vv. 10878 - 10881). For further discussion of me- 
dieval clerical works, see chapter 3. 

120 “Dem Mönche, und man kann ruhig hinzufügen, auch dem Menschen, ziemt das Lachen 
nicht.” Schmitz, “quod rident homines,” 11. 

121 “Risum reputavi errorem” (Vulg. Eccl. 2,2). 

122 Le Goff, “Le rire au Moyen Age,” 12. 

123 Ebner, Major Works, 120. 

124 “Daz tunt uns dw puech nicht schein / daz chain heylig yndert sey / der mit lachen sorgen 
frey / chomen sey ans himel schar” (“The books do not let us know of any saints who would 
have ever joined heaven carefree and laughing,” Von unrechten vraiiden [#164], vv. 22-27). 
Teichner, Gedichte, 185. 

125 “Et au niveau du meeurs, on retrouve l’importance de la cour comme milieu de dome- 
stication du rire.” Le Goff, “Le rire au Moyen Age,” 12. 
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3 “Men Are Not of One Mind”: Medieval Conduct 
Literature for Women 


“Wie stet der pfaffen sin? 

sie lérent wol gebaren, 

kunst, wisheit, aller tugende kraft, 
vride, scham und dar zuo vorhte.” 


(Frauenlob)! 


“Wie sol ich selig wip 

den liuten nü gebären, 

daz ich müg ir nachrede wol gestillen, 
sit daz in sin noch lip 

niht kan geliche varen? 

daz ir doch viere hzten einen willen! 
nieman siht geliches iht...” 


(Burkart von Hohenvels, KLD XIIL1,1-7)? 


The Laughter of Courtly Women: Complexities and Concerns 


Let’s imagine a situation: a beautiful young woman and her husband are trav- 
elling alone, far from their court, when she unwillingly attracts the attention of a 
boisterous and vain nobleman and is about to be snatched away from her 
husband by brutal force. Despite her pleas and appeals to the villain’s reason, the 
situation is becoming desperate: unless she yields and agrees to become his 
mistress, her husband will be killed and she herself will face rape and abuse. 
Luckily, the woman reveals a remarkable presence of mind and turns the sit- 
uation to her advantage by distracting the attacker and giving her companion 
time to save both of them. The evil is defeated, and the couple is free to continue 
their travels and face new adventures. 

A student of medieval literature will easily recognize in this description an 
important episode from the famous tale of the love and trials of a married 
couple—the Arthurian knight Erec and his ever-patient wife Enite. In both 


1 “And what is the inclination of clerics? They teach good manners, art, wisdom, all kinds of 
virtue, peace, modesty and, in addition, awe.” 

2 “How should I, a chaste woman, behave nowadays towards people so that I might silence their 
slander since, according to them, minds and bodies do not desire the same thing? If only four 
of them were of one mind about it! Nobody sees things the same way...” 
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versions of the story—Chrétien de Troyes’ Old French romance and its German 
counterpart by Hartmann von Aue—Enite averts danger from herself and her 
husband by choosing to deceive the treacherous count whom the couple meets in 
their wanderings. However, the two works differ significantly in the means that 
the clever heroine deploys to achieve her goal. Having initially rejected the 
count’s advances, Chrétien’s Enide suddenly changes her attitude. In order to 
persuade the count to spare Erec’s life, she summons all her sophistry and 
rhetorical skills. She resorts to an endless monologue, intersperses it with 
complicated arguments, and manipulates social conventions to her advantage— 
further and further convincing the traitor of her willingness to become his lover: 


“Sir, there is a preferable alternative to what you’re saying,” said Enide: “it would be an 
act of gross disloyalty and treachery if you killed him [Erec] right here. But, good sir, 
calm yourself, for I shall do as you desire. [...] I should not at any price wish you to 
commit such an act of treason. My lord is not on his guard: if you killed him in such a 
way you would be committing too great an offence, and I would in turn be blamed for it. 
Throughout the land everyone would say that it had been done on my advice. Hold back 
until morning, when my lord will wish to rise; then you will be better able to harm him 
without incurring blame or reproach.” But the thoughts of her heart are not the words 
on her lips. [...] The count replied: “Splendid, my lady! Surely you were born under a 
lucky star; you will be kept with great honour.” 

“My lord,” said she, “I do believe it, but I wish to have your pledge that you will dearly 
cherish me; I shall not believe you otherwise.” 

The rapturously happy count replied: “Here: I pledge you my faith, my lady, loyally as a 
count, that I will do all you wish...” Then she accepted his pledge, but it was of 
negligible worth to her and she scarcely valued it except as a means of saving her lord. 
She knew well how to intoxicate a rogue with words when she put her mind to it; it was 
far better that she lie to him than for her lord to be cut to pieces.’ 


In Hartmann’s story the same scene is depicted differently. Gone are the verbal 
nets of complicated reasoning woven by the Old French Enide for her potential 
rapist. The Middle High German heroine’s first strategic success is achieved not 
through her words, but through her body language: 


als si sinen ernest sach 

und daz erz von herzen sprach, 

vil güetlichen sach si in an, 

den vil ungetriuwen man, 

und lachete durch schoenen list. 

si sprach: “ich wene iu ernest ist. 

[...] sô bin ich iuwer bete bereit.” (Erec, vv. 3838-3843; 3895)* 


3 As translated by William Kibler in Chrétien de Troyes, Erec and Enide, 79. Corresponds to 
wv. 3355-3361, 3368-3380, 3398 - 3417 of the Old French original in Chrétien de Troyes, Erec 
et Enide, 168. 

4 Hartmann von Aue, Erec. 
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As she saw that he [the Count] was serious and meant it, she looked at the false man ina 
friendly way and smiled cleverly. She said, “I see that you are in earnest. [...] So I am 
ready to do your bidding.” 


What Chrétien’s character achieves with persuasion, Hartmann’s Enite ac- 
complishes with a smile. No doubt, this smile has the same degree of premed- 
itation and deceit as her Old French counterpart’s words, a fact made clear by the 
author’s reference to list, meaning “cleverness,” “ 
while the non-verbal aspects of this scene are left to the discretion of the in- 
dividual performer of Chrétien’s text, the German work is very precise in its 
description of the heroine’s actions. And although the message that Enite’s body 
language sends is then reinforced by a tall tale about her alleged misery with 
Erec, it is clear that her smile plays the crucial role in turning this dire situation to 
her advantage. The count, who a moment ago was ready to lose control over his 
passion and ravish the poor woman, stops and listens. He is persuaded by her 
sudden change of mood and takes it at face value. Enite thus appears to use some 
well-established convention in regard to women’s smiling, which her wooer 
recognizes. It is the count’s uncritical acceptance of this convention that ulti- 
mately leads him to his perdition. 

Smiling is by no means an unusual gesture in medieval courtly literature. As 
Kathryn Starkey observes, 


wit,” or “cunning.” However, 


In most courtly epics the joy of the court is expressed visually in the smiling counte- 
nances of young men and ladies, particularly at ceremonial events such as arrivals and 
feasts. At these public events smiling is not just an affective response to a joyous event 
but [...] is part of a conventional visual display of courtly freude [joy].° 


Few would believe that Enite’s facial expression has anything to do with an 
affective response to a happy event. Although it resembles the restoration of 
peace and a reaffirmation of the power of the lord of the house, it is hard to find 
courtly joy in this situation of threat, danger, and rape. The heroine’s smile is 
thus nothing but a performance.‘ In the fictional world of Hartmann’s romance, 
Enite’s smile produces an impression of restoring freude, with its important 
component of harmonious interaction between the sexes. It reinstates tradi- 
tional gender roles by presenting the woman as attractive and sexually inviting, 
as an object of desire, rather than as a rebellious and inaccessible übelez wip 
(“evil woman”). 

The connection between women’s laughter and sexual availability, discussed 
in previous chapters, serves Hartmann well; yet it also causes the German poet to 


5 Starkey, “Bruhnhild’s Smile,” 164. 
6 On the definition of performance and performatives see Starkey, “Bruhnhild’s Smile,” 163 - 
164. 
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view Enite’s smile as problematic. He reveals his uneasiness by adding a clar- 
ifying description, durch schoenen list, purposely translated earlier simply as 
“cleverly.” Of course Enite laughs cleverly in the given situation (MHG durch 
list)! But the question that arises is why this list should be described as schæn; or, 
even better, why couldn’t Hartmann simply omit the reference to list and de- 
scribe the scene as, “she looked at the false man in a friendly way and smiled” or 
“smiled sweetly” (“und lachete” or “...lachete schaene”)? Could it be more than a 
flowery idiom or a mnemonic aid for the performer of the story?’ Can Hart- 
mann’s careful word choice add to the modern understanding of how his con- 
temporaries might have perceived the laughter of courtly women and uncover 
this perception’s complexities and contradictions? 

First of all, let us examine what would happen if the word schaene were taken 
out of the phrase. Even though Hartmann is much less direct than Chrétien, 
never stating that his Enite is openly lying, the phrase durch list would alert the 
listening audience to the fact that the heroine’s behavior was a charade and that 
this smile must be followed by a lie. The Middle High German word list is used 
much more often to refer to cunning than to wisdom, and the expressions dne 
list, mit listen, arger list, boeser or übeler list all refer to treacherous, dishonest, or 
deceitful behavior.” Surely, the audience is likely to be on the woman’s side as she 
tries to free herself from this precarious situation, but such a strategic use of 
smiling in order to deceive and mislead can nevertheless be seen as trans- 
gressive. The image of Enite in this case—so cold-blooded in her smiling and 
plotting—would be at odds with the way she is depicted throughout the rest of 
the work—as warm, womanly, and honest. By adding schoene to his description, 
Hartmann takes away the negative connotation of list and softens the effect of the 
heroine’s treacherous smile and her subsequent lie. 

Had the author described Enite as simply smiling or smiling decorously 
(schoene), her behavior would have looked very strange indeed. Now schoene 
would come to describe not her cunning, but her smile. With no other ex- 
planation provided for Enite’s sudden change of mood, the audience could come 
to question her character, since her body language—the stereotypical vil giiet- 


7 For a brilliant discussion of the formulaic constitution of thought in oral noetic (i. e., relying 
on memory) cultures to which the Middle Ages belong, see Chapters 2 and 3 in Ong, Orality 
and Literacy, 16-76. 

8 Lexer’s definitions of list include “weisheit” (wisdom) but also “klugheit, schlauheit” (cle- 
verness, slyness); but the negative connotation seems to predominate, e. g. mit listen means 
“auf schlaue weise” (slyly, cunningly); äne list means “aufrichtig, wahrhaftig” (honest, true; 
literally: “without cunning”); and argerlist means “arglist, unaufrichtigkeit” (dishonesty, 
conceit). Lexer, HW 1:1936. This use of list is characteristic of Stricker’s Arthurian romance 
Daniel von dem bliihenden Tal (Daniel of the Blossoming Valley). Scholars speculate that the 
protagonist’s use of list rather than knightly prowess may have contributed to the negative 
reception of Stricker’s epic. Cf. Gibbs and Johnson, Medieval German Literature, 363. 
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lichen ansehen and (schoene) lachen—would have indicated she welcomed the 
man’s sexual advances. Without the reference to list, German Enite’s smile would 
thus take on the meaning of the unkiusche (the notorious lack of chastity), which 
Hartmann needs to avoid in order for Enite to maintain the image of a virtuous 
victim.’ In fact, this is precisely what Chrétien fears too. His version supplies 
triple justification for Enide’s lying, and all three times he is emphatic that 
Enide’s dubious words are not indicative of her conjugal infidelity: “The 
thoughts of her heart are not the words on her lips”; “then she accepted his 
pledge, but it was of negligible worth to her and she scarcely valued it except as a 
means of saving her lord”; “it was far better to lie [...] than for her lord to be cut to 
pieces” (my emphasis). The last quote unhesitatingly presents lying and giving 
the impression of consenting to adultery as correct ethical choices. 

Despite the fact that Enite’s chastity and her loyalty to Erec are unquestioned, 
Hartmann’s innovation—the heroine’s smile—is both brilliant and problem- 
atic. Poetically, Hartmann dramatizes the episode and achieves through the 
description of a single gesture what Chrétien tries to do in several paragraphs 
and three clarifications. On the level of symbolism, however, the MHG writer has 
difficulty reconciling Enite’s virtue and her treacherous seductiveness, inherent 
in her smile and necessary for the plot. His addition durch schoenen list clearly 
illustrates the need to emphasize the woman’s goodness and to justify her 
smiling lest it be perceived as transgressive.'” 

A clue to understanding Hartmann’s concern that Enite’s behavior might be 
misconstrued can be discovered in a completely different kind of text, known as 
conduct literature, written to educate young aristocrats about proper behavior 
in this world and attaining salvation after death. Intended for a lay audience but 
written mostly by clerics, these works are conspicuously situated between the 
two worlds—the religious and the secular. The nature of their authors’ education 
presupposes knowledge of the Church’s teachings; and it is thus not surprising 
to discover that these texts often echo and promote contemporary religious 
concerns about laughter and virtue.'' They, however, coexist with the writings 


9 My interpretation is further supported by Joachim Bumke, who points out that medieval 
rules for women frequently emphasize that in order to reject aman a woman must do so with 
entire seriousness and without laughing. Bumke, Courtly Culture, 343. 

10 In MHG schoen can also mean “careful, complete, impressive.” In this case, schoen can be 
seen as a compliment to Enite’s presence of mind. Yet, it still performs the same function—it 
neutralizes the treachery of Enite’s smile and of her consequent lie. 

11 Of course, conduct literature is by no means the only way that religious views of laughter 
reached the secular public. Sermons by mendicant preachers like Berthold of Regensburg are 
just one example. Another venue for the interaction between the ecclesiastical and secular 
spheres may be found in the didactic tradition of the Middle Ages, such as Maeren. For 
example, see Sieglinde Hartmann’s study on the way laughter is represented in Der Stricker’s 
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that appreciate laughter (including that of women), define its acceptable forms, 
and fix its place within the secular courtly ideal of humanity. At the same time, 
medieval conduct texts do more than simply mirror the debate between anti- 
and pro-laughter discourses. The two kinds of conduct works demonstrate that 
medieval lay society lived with two diametrically opposed views of laughing 
femininity, both relying on the topos “laughing woman = sexually available 
woman,” but utilizing this equation in its own way. While one position presents 
laughter as a threat to female virtue, the other exploits its erotic potential. 
Conduct discourse reveals the degree to which these two seemingly incompatible 
views are in fact intertwined in the medieval courtly imagination, pointing to the 
ultimate reason behind this symbiotic existence: control of laughter in the case 
of women represents male control over female sexuality. It exposes an inherent 
contradiction within medieval courtly society that imposes on women the un- 
satisfiable requirement to be virtuous and desirable at the same time. 

Before moving on to a textual analysis of conduct literature, I must clarify 
some terminology. The texts I will discuss belong to the genre known as conduct 
or courtesy literature. Although the terms are often used interchangeably, the 
distinction between “conduct” and “courtesy” is important. The latter refers to 
the texts dealing specifically with court etiquette, while the former is used as a 
broader and more inclusive term. A further distinction can be made within the 
concept of “courtesy,” between “courtesy books proper” that deal with moral 
qualities and “etiquette manuals” that focus on behavior.” However, too strict an 
emphasis on the moral versus behavioral, internal versus external is neither 
helpful nor necessary in the study of medieval conduct, where external qualities, 
such as behavior or beauty, commonly reflect internal qualities (i. e., virtue or its 
lack). As Dronzek observes: 


People would no doubt consider a person’s behavior toward others as an indicator of 
that person’s morality or goodness, thus erasing the modern distinction between 
courtesy and etiquette. Therefore, although a number of these texts do label themselves 
“courtesy books,” the term conduct literature is more encompassing and neutral.’ 


In this study, the terms “conduct” and “courtesy” are used interchangeably to 
refer to instructional treatises like Thomasin of Zerclaere’s Der Welsche Gast or 


works. Hartmann makes a strong argument for the influence of medieval theology, parti- 
cularly of the Early Church Fathers. Hartmann, “Empirischer Beitrag,” 107-129. 

12 Dronzek, “Gendered Theories,” 137. 

13 Ibid., 137. For a detailed discussion of the term “courtesy” with a survey of medieval texts see 
Nicholls, The Matter of Courtesy. Recent research on pan-European conduct literature is 
wonderfully represented in the essay collection Ashley and Clark, Medieval Conduct. A 
comprehensive overview of medieval and early modern German conduct texts for women is 
provided by Susanne Barth in Barth, Jungfrauenzucht, 75-83. On women in specific MHG 
texts see the bibliography, particularly the studies by Bennewitz, Ehlert, Rasmussen, and 
Dallapiazza. 
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Hugo of Trimberg’s Renner. However, I also apply the term “conduct literature” 
to a broader spectrum of texts that includes Spriiche, or short didactic poems by 
secular authors, as well as proverbial wisdom from collections such as Freidank’s 
Bescheidenheit. Although these works formally belong to the genre of didactic 
literature (Lehrdichtung) rather than to educational literature (Erziehungs- 
literatur) proper, their relevance to the present discussion is obvious in their 
frequent engagement with the issue of laughter and their broader interest in the 
subject of proper conduct, represented by the iconic question, Wie man zer 
werlte solte leben? (“How one should live in this world?”). 


Belonging to Two Worlds: Meet the Courtly Cleric 


Until the rise of courtly culture in the twelfth century, all literary activity was 
concentrated in the hands of clerics and intended, for the most part, for religious 
instruction, whether in Latin or in the vernacular (what Bumke calls “practical 
religious literature”). 
Schulman has shown that true interaction between the secular and ecclesiastical 


However, the work of scholars such as Jaeger, Colish, and 


worlds extended beyond patronage and religious instruction. Even such striking 
developments in secular society as the unprecedented growth of vernacular 
literatures and the spread of the chivalric code of manners during the High 
Middle Ages are now themselves seen as products of clerical activity." 

Although the term “cleric,” from the Latin clericus, includes all clergy living 
outside monastic life—such as students, teachers, bishops, archbishops, and 
clergy of parish and cathedral churches—it also applies to court clerics, that is, 
the educated members of aristocratic courts who performed a number of im- 
portant duties as advisors, tutors, diplomats, architects, and chaplains.'° As the 
best-educated members of the court, privileged to have access to their secular 
lords, courtly clerics played an important role in shaping the affairs of medieval 
aristocracy, which becomes clear thanks to the numerous works they wrote with 
the purpose of improving and guiding the noble laity.’” 


14 Bumke, Courtly Culture, 425. 

15 Jaeger’s seminal work, The Origins of Courtliness—Civilizing Trends and the Formation of 
Courtly Ideals—939 - 1210, reveals the scope of clerical influence in formulating and pro- 
moting the ideal of courtliness that found its expression in medieval lyric, narrative, and 
numerous writings of didactic nature. Also see Colish, Medieval Foundations, 175-183; 
Oostrom, Court and Culture; Schulman, Where Troubadours Were Bishops. 

16 Jaeger, Courtliness, 15. 

17 Cf. “As tutors at court the clerics unquestionably exerted a significant influence on the social 
ideas of the secular nobility.” Bumke, Courtly Culture, 324. Both Jaeger and Bumke concur 
that instruction of laity in courtesy lay by and large in the province of clerics, especially in 
Germany, where the level of literacy among the aristocracy was substantially lower compared 
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The functions of the court chaplain often included those of a priest, thus 
providing an opportunity to transmit ecclesiastical ideals to the laity. Because of 
the discrepancy between courtly ideals and reality, it is not surprising that the 
secular way of life is continuously scrutinized in the clerical writings of the time, 
which reveal that worldly clerics were strongly aware of the scope and limits of 
their influence. For example, the fourteenth-century Dutch cleric Dirk of Delft 
advises against attacking laymen’s vices and suggests more diplomatic strategies 
that his colleagues might use in order to fulfill their duty of correctio (correc- 
tion): “Let them approach their masters and convey to them the error of their 
ways by parables, with gentle speech rather than harsh words, for these will not 
be heard and so they do more harm than good.”" The works of many high- and 
late-medieval clerics anticipate Dirk’s insight, correcting the deficiencies of the 
laity not through direct condemnation, but rather with the help of persuasion, 
exempla, and appeals to their patron’s secular values, such as honor, prestige, 
well-being, and prosperity. Clerical writings, particularly conduct texts, point to 
their authors’ position at the nexus of the two worlds and their understanding of 
the lay society within which they moved—its mechanisms, intricacies, neces- 
sities, and sensibilities. 

It would be inaccurate to imagine all clerics as highly pious churchmen 
pursuing the goal of promoting the Christian doctrine at court.'” However, their 
proximity to and integration into courtly society cannot obscure the fact that 
they received an ecclesiastical education, by means of which they were initiated 
into the pan-European culture with long-rooted traditions and patriarchal 
ideology.” Besides ideals of courtly humanism, this learned culture promoted 
misogynist discourse inherited from classical and early ecclesiastical texts. 
Andreas Capellanus’s De Amore, particularly its notorious and rampantly mi- 
sogynist Book III, demonstrates how the patristic, no less than the classical, 
tradition could be harnessed for the agenda of high-medieval authors; while 
Alcuin Blamires’ anthology Woman Defamed and Woman Defended provides 
another stark illustration of the negative pre-modern discussion on femininity 
and sexuality.” In the later Middle Ages, the misogynist discourse continues to 


to that of France or England. “Here, [in the German lands],” Bumke says, “the princes were 
generally illiterates and had no personal access to the tradition of Latin learning” Bumke, 
Courtly Culture, 75. Bumke also mentions that at first, in order to be educated as clerics, 
Germans frequently went to France or Italy where learning and clerical culture flourished. 
However, later “higher studies did gradually gain ground in Germany” Ibid., 72. 

18 Oostrom, Court and Culture, 185. 

19 Jaeger, Courtliness, 22 ff. 

20 “The worldly clergy formed a class whose values were not limited by national boundaries.” 
Jaeger, Courtliness, 27 - 28. Jaeger also provocatively asks, “Where should they have gotten 
an education if not in the church as clerics?” Ibid., 15. 

21 Andreas Capellanus, The Art of Courtly Love. Also see Blamires, Pratt, and Marx, Woman 
Defamed. Van Oostrom’s and Karras’s studies show how all clerical learning inevitably led to 
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be closely associated with a university education, forming the core of clerical 
masculine identity, different from that of secular knighthood.” 

Misogyny was thus transmitted to the laity, even by liberal worldly clerics, and 
provided a rationale for gendered education.” The medieval theological and 
natural-philosophical belief that woman is more carnal than man is the key 
reason for this gendered approach. Even though both men and women are held 
to the standards of moderation (mäze) and advised against improper behavior, 
awareness of the body and the ways to control it are emphasized to a greater 
extent in the texts intended for the female audience. While the list of a man’s 
virtues and responsibilities encompasses a broad scope of activities, the most 
important and defining values for a woman are thought to be her physical beauty 
and attractiveness, thus anchoring her in her corporeality. Gendered education 
results in a gendered approach to laughter. Similar to the contemporaneous 
religious discourse, conduct literature recognizes the connection between 
laughter and affability (or social intercourse), so prominent in the writings of 
Ambrose and Aquinas. The authors of conduct treatises are conscious of the fact 
that affability is more than just an indicator of a person’s refinement as a 
courtier; it also plays a crucial role in facilitating the interaction between the 
sexes. While some authors may be more explicit than others in their appre- 
hension of the erotic side of laughter, the majority express reservations re- 
garding women’s laughter, reaffirming Ambrose’s view that “when laughter 
creeps in, [...] bashfulness is lessened and modesty is worn away.” 

Despite the parallels between conduct literature’s negative perception of 
laughter and that of the contemporaneous religious discourse, conduct manuals 


theology. See Oostrom, Court and Culture, 172; Karras, Sexuality, 13. The presence of a 
powerful misogynist rhetoric may at least partially explain Jaeger’s finding of the total 
absence in real court life of anything similar to the worship of women often found in courtly 
literature: “But I do find it surprising that in the many texts giving us vivid glimpses into the 
life of the medieval court in the eleventh and twelfth centuries, there is no trace of the 
exaltation of women, so prominent a feature of courtly literature,” Jaeger, Courtliness, 268. 

22 Karras, From Boys to Men, 68. 

23 For example, in the Old French conduct treatise Contenance des fames, the author paints a 
familiar image of woman as volatile, erratic, and forever oscillating between dangerous 
extremes of behavior: “Or est sauvage, or est privee” (“Now she’s wild, now she’s demure,” v. 
51); “Feme a un cuer par heritage / Qui ne puet estre en unestage” (“A woman’s heart is just 
not able / To chart a course that’s firm and stable,” vv. 27-28). Even as the mother, she is 
unstable: “Or est douce, or est amere...” (“Now she’s gentle, now she’s tart,” v. 45). As 
translated in Fiero, Pfeffer and Allain, Three Medieval Views of Women, 57. That said, one 
must admit that the view of femininity in courtly discourse—intended for the culture of 
procreation and sexuality—is far from unambiguous. Strong derogatory remarks about 
women or less explicit, but no less effective, rules on how to control or restrict the unruly 
female nature are known to coexist with the praise of ladies (Frauenlob) in both fictional 
texts and conduct literature of this time. However, scholars frequently interpret even the 
glorification of women in courtly love tradition as a form of misogyny. Cf. Bloch, Medieval 
Misogyny; Burns, Bodytalk, esp. 154. 
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clarify why Le Goff calls the medieval court the place where “domestication” of 
laughter must have occurred.“ The authors of courtesy books try to accom- 
modate, even “tame,” laughter by defining its forms and the specific spheres 
where it might be permissible. It continues to be viewed with suspicion, but the 
task of medieval courtly didacts is to control rather than utterly eliminate it. 


Non-Gendered Laughter in Conduct Texts: Saving Souls and 
Reputations 


In their overall treatment of laughter, conduct texts reflect the contemporary 
preoccupation with the impending death and looming Apocalypse, as expressed 
in Luke 6:21-25, James 4:9-10, and Ecclesiastes 7:4.” The writings of clerical 
authors Thomasin of Zerclaere and Hugo of Trimberg, for example, contain such 
familiar motifs as the performance of virtue, the diabolical nature of laughter, 
and the foolish shortsightedness of those who indulge in it. According to Hugo of 
Trimberg, the devil is said to drag his victims to hell laughing; and Thomasin 
calls those who make others laugh the “devil’s illusionists.””° The need to appear 
virtuous and ever mindful of God and His saints causes Zerclaere to warn his 
audience against laughing in church, since it indicates one’s lack of repentance 
and points to the deadly sin of arrogance: “Be it known to you the saints witness 
misdeeds of those who chatter and laugh in arrogance [in church]” (“swer da ist 
mit ubermuot / und chlaffet unde lachet / wizzet, daz der selbe mahet / die 
heiligen ze geziuge siner missetat” (WG, vv.10878 - 10881). 

At the same time, the writers of conduct manuals are keenly interested in the 
here and now, in the social perception of laughter. The preoccupation with 
societal approval is apparent in Facetus Deutsch, a German translation of the 
famous twelfth-century Latin collection of aphorisms, proverbial expressions, 
and maxims: “Du salt nicht lachen zcuvil, Und das selbige sal gescheen senff- 
tiglich; Wen wer stetis lachen wil, Den saltu han vor eyenen narren gewißlich” 
(“You should not laugh too much, and if you do laugh, you should do so quietly, 


24 Le Goff, “Le rlobal rent strikes which started in April 2020 
and above all mutual aid groups have sprung up in the thousands 
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across Europe.?? In this situation, the lines separating activism from 
daily life are more blurred and horizontal procedures, and fully equal 
power distribution, like in the more general movement of political 
consumerism, is more entrenched. 

Moving forward, there is another uptick in digital tools. Although 
this time around it is under different conditions, online facilitators 
of communication have been utilised profoundly. Social distancing 
and lockdowns during the Covid-19 pandemic generated a situation 
where cyberspace has been the main arena for mobilisation by social 
movements. Within solidarity communities and mutual aid mini- 
societies, activists circulate and explain toolkits and resources to 
increase familiarity with technology. WhatsApp, Facebook and Slack 
have been employed to organise solidarity initiatives or campaigns, 
similar to the online activity of food banks after the onset of the 
global financial crisis.^^ Google docs are used to disseminate useful 
information for DIY and sharing experiences across countries, Zoom 
meetings to coordinate action and threads on Signal for up-to-date 
community services. Individuals and groups also mobilise for edu- 
cation and awareness raising so as to counteract the spread of false 
information, fake news and conspiracy theories. It is now unthinka- 
ble to organise a local struggle without using social media platforms 
and tools. The split between social and economic reproduction that 
the pandemic has normalised through undermining social bonds 
and disconnecting them from labour and productive activity? has 
to an extent been undone through the digitalities of solidarity and 
contention. 


HORIZONTALITY AND VERTICALITY 
IN RADICAL LEFT ACTIVISM 


Within space, distinct structures and procedures can range between 
the theoretical maximum point of horizontality on one pole and the 
theoretical maximum point of verticality on the other pole. From 
the spaces in which mobilisation operates on the Radical Left, we 
now turn to how centralised or decentralised they are. Let us begin 
with consensus as a distinguishing procedural feature of horizontal 
politics. Anti-nuclear and peace movements, squatting movements 
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and autonomist social centres have traditionally strived for consen- 
sus and rejected any form of hierarchy. Indeed, consensus encounters 
the Radical Left in different ways across time. In the past, consensus 
has expressed the thinking behind the mobilisation of trade union 
militants in tripartite negotiations within the context of corporat- 
ist systems and national-level economic planning. It has also always 
been a practice, even an entrenched psychology, in the general secre- 
tariats or political bureaus of traditional CPs, which strived to appear 
united, albeit often unsuccessfully so. Crucially, consensus was inter- 
preted very differently by democratic centralism, which suggested 
that consensus had to characterise the party over a decision after that 
decision was taken and not before. 

Consensus as aversion to conflict continued into Occupy assemblies 
from the GJM's Social Forums, where decision-making combined 
limited and controlled forms of delegation with instruments encour- 
aging the broadest possible agreement, appealing to dialogue and 
transparency? Procedures included not upholding a proposal if 
there is a large minority, thus interpreting the majoritarian princi- 
ple less absolutely, as in the anarchist tradition; having facilitators in 
the decision-making process; and allowing decisions to be brought 
back into discussion.*” Consensus as a procedure for decision-mak- 
ing in European radical movements travelled there from the ‘Zapatist 
consultation. Indeed, consensus had emerged in many indigenous 
communities because in such societies there was ‘no way to compel 
a minority to agree with a majority decision - either because there is 
no state with a monopoly of coercive force or because the state has 
nothing to do with local decision-making. 

Mobilisation in the GJM resonated with the age of mass informa- 
tion and the networked society: (networking, [a] decentered form 
of organisation and intervention, characteristic of the new social 
movements, mirroring, and counteracting, the networking logic of 
domination in the information society? Unlike the bureaucratic 
and hierarchical traditional labour unions and their concerted deci- 
sion-making procedures, the GJM movements adopted a network 
structure, embraced solidarity and hesitated less to employ disruptive 
and aggressive action. The logic of networking involves building hor- 
izontal connections, autonomy of the connecting elements, freedom 
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of information circulation and consumption, decentralisation and 
complex coordination, direct democracy and self-management. 
Internal democracy was crucial, democratic participation and the 
democratisation of the institutions and mechanisms of globalisa- 
tion were key objectives and advanced technological means were 
becoming available to utilise in this route. We should still refrain 
from reducing the GJM to an anarchist revival; the cleavages within 
the GJM (autonomist, revolutionary left, non-governmental organi- 
sations (NGOs), Attac) have been documented in detail — this was 
the ‘movement of movements, the ‘network of networks: ^ 

Many on the Radical Left reasonably doubted that the self- 
selected, unelected and uncontrollable leadership of the GJM was 
more democratic (responsible and accountable) than the traditional 
leadership of parties and trade unions. Within the GJM a broad dis- 
tinction between institutional action and autonomist action has been 
extensively documented. On the one hand, there is a permanent 
organisation, legitimacy accorded to the collective, voting and nego- 
tiation in decision-making procedures and a clear division of labour 
and authority. On the other hand, the only legitimate actor is the 
individual acting collectively, and repertoires of contention include 
self-managed projects and lifestyle activism as opposed to demon- 
strations and strikes, while organisation is contingent and evolves 
through critical reflection.” At the WSF of 2005, debates over the 
celebrated but also critiqued as self-refuting book of John Holloway, 
Changing the World without Taking Power, showed the overarch- 
ing political dispute: between the horizontal-prefigurative struggle 
as sufficient for self-emancipation, and the more classical social- 
ist views of the necessity to devise a political programme, distribute 
authority and confront the government.” In the absence of doing the 
latter, and given the GJM's funfair-like operation and atmosphere, a 
performative elitism by academics and NGOs contradicted the very 
proclamations of the WSFs.55 

In the European public squares of the 2010s as political realms, the 
assembly was structured on very specific discussion and voting rules, 
following the logic of accommodating large crowds with divergent 
life stories, opinions and emotions. As Michael Hardt and Antonio 
Negri argued in The Assembly, their celebration of horizontalist 
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movements across the globe, when the multitude assembles, radical 
political possibilities expand. Through ‘leaderless movements, in 
which the assembly engenders political equality and discourages 
leadership personas, two organisational ideas were manifested. First, 
that for radical democratic change to be effective and lasting, deci- 
sion-making structures need to rely on the broadest democratic base 
possible so that the initiative and control of strategy is undertaken by 
the multitude itself. Second, this is so because a leadership problem 
existed: ‘the lack of leaders in the movements today is neither acci- 
dental nor isolated: hierarchical structures have been overturned and 
dismantled within the movements as a function of both the crisis of 
representation and a deep aspiration to democracy. 

In the assembly, the foremost critics of delegation and representa- 
tion - the anarchist and autonomist traditions - shaped consensus 
practices. The term ‘democracy on steroids’ came to mean ‘the active 
(co)creation of diverse options outside of majority voting, with 
the only genuinely democratic procedure being consensus deci- 
sion-making, an intense but necessary form of government.” The 
chief objectives lay in satisfying the perspectives of as many people 
as possible, operating on modes of trust building and distributing 
power equally, by contrast with politics as usual. To this end, delib- 
erative democracy theory has been central in giving certain types 
of answers to democratic puzzles and producing or reinforcing the 
activist practice of thinking beyond and around the reign of majorities 
in democracies.? Rules which were thought to facilitate movement 
in this direction in the Occupy assemblies and many other groups 
have included turn-taking, interventions limited in length, gesture 
codes to navigate discussion, the quick publication of proceedings, 
moderation and the feminisation of vocabulary to subvert patriarchy. 
Horizontality is more fitting for prefigurative politics, which occur 
in a groups own terms of political conflict. But they can be ineffi- 
cient and without real impact when the terms of politics are electoral, 
when groups are very large and coordination is pertinent, and when 
quick, tactical decisions need to be taken in situations of intensified 
conflict. 

Within the movements, horizontality has been in tension with ver- 
ticality since the emergence of autonomist activism. In the seminal 
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essay The Tyranny of Structurelessness, focused on the Womens Lib- 
eration Movement and its consciousness-raising groups practised 
across the globe, American feminist Jo Freeman suggested that the 
benefits of participatory and horizontal structures cannot replace 
the gaps left by the absence of delegation by democratic procedure, 
and a formal distribution of authority within the organisation.? Oth- 
erwise, the end result is either ineffective or subsumed under the 
banner of the structured organisation operating in the same political 
space. Informal power networks also develop, their chief difference 
with formal ones being that they are ad hoc and undemocratic. Free- 
mans remarks still resonate acutely today. The experience of what 
has been called a prefigurative crisis came when the GJM’s dynamism 
was fading away while no concrete advances were achieved. Looking 
back over the past two decades, it became clear to many theorists 
and activists that anarchisms emphasis on consensus, autonomy 
and horizontality, spontaneous actions, informal networks and local 
struggles have not succeeded because campaigning organisation has 
not been sustained in a systematic way. The same applies to the post- 
2008 waves movements: they (re)realised a need for victory in the 
electoral realm that would sustain some sort of effective input into 
the policymaking structures of neoliberalism and exercise a pull 
effect on capital. 

What happened for the GJM and its gradual diffusion into parties 
and NGOs and away from the streets is a standard point for all social 
movements that are declining: institutionalisation. Thus, the GJM's 
prefigurative politics, whereby near exclusive weight was placed 
on ‘activism’ (as opposed to ‘party politics as usual’), spontaneity, 
consensus and direct action, gave way. Without these having been 
abandoned, the organisational discourse throughout the 2000s and 
2010s, excepting perhaps the mass pro-democracy moment, where 
it happened most vigorously, was more geared towards validating 
the absolute necessity of solid organisation building and practices 
that complement and go beyond planning events of spontaneous 
activism, direct action and prefiguration.^ The very lesson of GJM 
was experienced in the 15M in Spain and facilitated its journey to 
the Podemos party. In this direction, a renewed interest resurfaced in 
Lenin, Gramsci, the party, the comradeship of socialist politics, the 
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social movement organisation, populist politics and leadership, and 
communism as theoretical means to political strategy.” 

Since the 2000s a great many parties and electoral coalitions have 
arisen out of partnerships and mergers between public personas, 
extra-parliamentary organisations and social movements: SYRIZA 
in Greece launched before the 2004 legislative elections, a result of 
Synaspismos’s involvement in the Athens ESF and before that the 
‘Space for Dialogue for the Unity and Common Action of the Left’ 
in 2001; the contribution of social movements to the electoral mobi- 
lisation of the Tsipras List (Laltra Europa con Tsipras) in Italy, which 
won two seats in the 2014 European elections; the establishment 
of the Front de Gauche in France in 2009 and the expansion of its 
constituent groups in 2012; the establishment of the New Anti-cap- 
italist Party (NPA) in the same country in 2009, aimed at unifying 
the fractured movements of the French Radical Left and mobilis- 
ing primarily Trotskyists; the People before Profit Alliance and its 
cooperation with Solidarity (previously the Anti-austerity Alliance) 
in Ireland and Northern Ireland; the emergence of Respect and later 
Left Unity in the UK as a party of activists, whereby political organ- 
ising is established from below and social movements have a strong 
input to the party's policymaking; and Momentum as a decentralised 
space, which affirmed success at the polls through the Labour Party 
as its prime goal. 

As Wallerstein articulated, the predominant argument inside 
the Radical Left itself is that 'an anti-systemic movement cannot 
neglect short-term defensive action, including electoral action. The 
world's populations live in the present, and their immediate needs 
have to be addressed. Any movement that neglects them is bound 
to lose the widespread passive support that is essential for its long- 
term success" It is not hyperbole to argue that Europes recent 
past was Latin Americas earlier past. Neoliberalism aggressively hit 
Latin America first, resulting in growing anger from the mass citi- 
zenry when confronted with structural adjustment programmes and 
policies of economic austerity, and a shift to the left over the past 
two decades, first in society and then in the party system. The most 
prominent examples being the Zapatista and Appista movements in 
Mexico, the Piqueteros and workers movements in Argentina, the 
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Chavistas in Venezuela and the Aymara coca-growers and indige- 
nous movements in Bolivia.? Charismatic leaders of the left have 
captured state power via support from, and growth out of, these 
movements, left populism became a central feature of the new, leftist 
governments, and state management went hand in hand with non- 
institutional networking and activity.” 


PROCEDURE AND STATE LEGALITY: 
VIOLENCE AND THE EUROPEAN RADICAL LEFT 


Having seen so far that multiple ways of organising are always present 
among radical left movements, let us turn to one of the common 
accusations against them in both recent and earlier years in terms of 
method: that they are or can be uncivil or extremist, that is, evasive, 
shocking or provocative. Unlawfulness, illegality and disruption are 
often associated with extremism or ultra-committed doctrines, which 
at core pose the question about radical left movements in opposition 
to the state, particularly its legal system and practices of enforcing 
public order. 

In the decades following World War II, political violence - 
state sanctioned, para-state and interstate — thrived as a means of 
engaging in social and political conflict. The international scene was 
one of revolutions, guerrilla warfare, coups détat, riots and gener- 
alised upheaval in Europe, Africa, Latin America and Asia. In this 
context, many on the non-partisan and anarchist Left saw potential 
and concrete results in the ‘critique of guns, which has existed since 
the late nineteenth and early twentieth century within the French, 
Spanish, Italian and Russian anarchist traditions. In the late 1960s, 
left-wing armed guerrilla groups grew out of the social movements of 
the New Left, mixing Marxism, Maoism and the ideologies of Third 
World liberation movements." 

Among the groups that emerged from the social movements 
were: the Brigate Rosse and Prima Linea in Italy; the Red Army 
Faction (RAF) and Bewegung 2. Juni in Germany; the Gauche Pro- 
létarienne and later the Action Directe in France; the Grupo de 
Resistencia Antifascista Primero de Octubre in Spain; and the Rev- 
olutionary Organisation 17 November in Greece. In Italy, the armed 
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movements of the Radical Left were the largest, with around 50,000 
participants, mainly in their mid-twenties.? Repertoires of action 
varied according to national context and ideological narrative and 
included threats, assassinations, bombings, kidnappings, small-scale 
attacks on industrial targets or personnel, attacks aimed at liberating 
imprisoned affiliates, theft of state military equipment and robber- 
ies. Unlike the looser boundaries of student groups, which were a 
more general phenomenon with a generational identity, revolution- 
ary groups were characterised by a strong sense of belonging and 
clear boundaries between the in-group and those outside of it." Acti- 
vating guerrilla networks in Italy and elsewhere was a process of 
creating a small, secretive circle of trust, mutual claims of resistance 
and emotional ties. 

All this occurred within a wider context in which ‘defensive 
violence as a sort of organisational concept was losing ground? 
Violent tactics were often cast as counter-violence, or as a matter of 
active defence; revolutionary violence was understood as necessary 
to counteract the violence inherent in imperialist, capitalist states.” 
At the same time, violence understood as self-defence was justified 
as a way to provoke social upheaval and contribute to the emergence 
of revolutionary conditions and the opportunity for mass subversion. 
For all of the groups, the Maoist and Che Guevarian interpretation 
of violence was more or less the same, in the sense of endorsing 
violence as ‘a necessary condition’ ‘for every revolutionary struggle.*° 
Many guerrillas in the 1970s sought to bring the war back into ‘the 
belly of the beast.** They were in this sense a subversion of Western 
normality. These notions were largely popular also outside the guer- 
rilla groups, and counter-violence was supported in principle by 
many German students who protested aggressively and passionately 
against the handling of the RAF by the German state. As only a small, 
important indication, the suicide in a Stuttgart prison cell of Ulrike 
Meinhof, formerly herself a member of the Socialist German Student 
Union, unleashed country-wide protests and, followed by the death 
of the rest of the RAF members, a notoriety ritualised by a massive 
literature and popular discourse about the ‘Stammheim myth.? 

What war meant was still at stake and the cosmos of violent, rev- 
olutionary groups had its internal debates, both moral and tactical. 
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Some groups embraced the 'armed struggle, such as the Red Brigades 
or RAF. Others rejected it as the chief strategy of action, still justi- 
fying and often practising revolutionary violence; for example, the 
groups Lotta Continua and Lotta di Popolo in Italy.** Divisions also 
existed over political homicide as a ‘decisive event’ for mass emanci- 
pation. In fact, the opposite was realised. The kidnapping and murder 
of former Italian Prime Minister Aldo Moro by the Red Brigades in 
1978 was a decisive event demobilising violent activism and was the 
most representative historical case of the descent into terrorism by 
these groups." 

Debate revolved over which political objective is served by violence, 
and from that over how far and in what ways violence is to be exer- 
cised. Through the broader radical movements and intellectuals, a 
threefold distinction in responding to the question of violent action 
was that between ‘under no conditions; ‘against objects’ or ‘against 
human lives too. These were also the main demarcation lines of 
feminist attitudes towards violence. There was effectively a three- 
fold response to the feminists’ own intellectual production on the 
complex processes of systemic violence, with multiple layers — struc- 
tural, representational, symbolic, gendered and racialised.*° The chief 
arguments in support of and against violent action were elaborated 
back then by Noam Chomsky in a debate with Hannah Arendt." 
Absolute opposition to violence may mean, 'either saying that resort 
to violence is illegitimate even if the consequences are to eliminate a 
greater evil; or saying that under no conceivable circumstances will 
the consequences ever be such as to eliminate a greater evil. Accord- 
ing to Chomsky, the first argument is irreducible moralism and highly 
debatable and the second is historically incorrect. Violence can be 
seen also in a tactical light. It can be seen as justified but is it politi- 
cally effective or not? Chomsky's own defence of non-violence in the 
peace movement against the Vietnam War was indeed premised on 
the conviction that it would constitute 'suicide because the US gov- 
ernment had a ‘monopoly of terror. Affecting all movements is that 
violence 'antagonises the uncommitted’ when the point is to draw 
them in.?? 

The wave of radical left violent groups in Europe lasted from the 
late 1960s to approximately the 1980s. One of the last violent, urban 
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guerrilla organisations, the Greek 17 November, was captured in 
2002. It is, though, interesting and important that until today many 
physiognomies of the violent left in previous decades are respected, 
consulted and defended by radicals, both young and old. In the case 
of Greece, where Nicos Koufontinas is a prisoner for life, radical 
activists and intellectuals from the non-communist, extra-parlia- 
mentary space, and from within SYRIZA, have routinely mobilised 
against the violation of his rights and the states broader political 
repression through its anti-terrorism branch. The issue had also 
been dealt with by the Greek mainstream media as one of possible 
'connections between SYRIZA and 17 November and was utilised 
by its competitors to tarnish the party's image among a significant 
part of its milieu, which was adamantly against not fully rejecting 17 
November. The Greek case, among essentially all others, shows that 
colourations of association with the historical or contemporary rev- 
olutionary, violent group play out, although more subtly, over a long 
period of time. 

More recently, the focus of those connecting or debating the source 
of violence has been elsewhere. In western Europe, the violent Radical 
Left is typically identified in three types of mobilisation: radical envi- 
ronmental groups, the Black Bloc associated with the GJM and its 
more recent incarnations in the Antifa movement. Let us consider 
them in turn. First, small cells in the name of animal rights and the 
environment developed in the late 1990s, both within and outside the 
broader movement, and today translate into a broad movement of 
local and international groups of civil disobedience and environmen- 
tal resistance. Second, Antifascist (Antifa) groups, often identified as 
a Black Bloc, engage in a number of activities confronting far-right 
activists, politicians and demonstrations; that is, in fighting fascism 
directly. 

What has come to be known as ‘ecoterrorism rose from the radical 
sections of the environmentalist movement, which gained currency 
during the 1960s. The tactic of inflicting material damage on devel- 
opment projects that destroy the environment (and by extension a 
number of other things, such as threats and letter bombs), is tied to 
the left through the belief that capitalism and profit seeking, as well 
as environmentally unconscious, development inevitably lead to the 
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despoliation of nature. Radical environmentalism thus puts forward 
the claim that ‘if society is left unchecked; this will lead ultimately 
to the complete degradation of the environment. In this light, the 
urgency of the damage done to the planet requires a more robust 
response than that of conventional protest.*? 

Radical ecology begins to deviate from the classical, socialist strain 
where it concerns the religious-like nature of certain parts of radical 
environmentalism, which project an indigenous-like view of ‘envi- 
ronmental degradation as an assault on a sacred, natural world??? 
Marginal organisations — such as Earth First, the Animal Libera- 
tion Front and (only in the USA) the Animal Recovery Mission, 'A 
Vanguard Defense Organisation, share a critique of society's struc- 
ture and call for revolutionary change, but are not materialists and 
legitimise their acts as representing the weaker sentient beings in an 
unequal situation between humans and animals. Between the 1970s 
and about 2010, they carried out hundreds of ‘missions’ of property 
and infrastructure destruction or setting animals free, but remained 
detached from mass movements and the working class. In western 
Europe and North America, the liberation of animals has inspired 
thousands of activists, and since the 1970s it has grown into a very 
important social movement in its own right. Accusations by the 
radical left remain that animal liberation is connected to and driven 
by ‘privileged white and middle-class concerns. From within the 
movement, the concept of total liberation, adapted from Frantz Fanon 
and intersectionality, reflect attempts to connect with wider struggles 
in society through non-particularistic ideological frameworks.” 

The post-2008 movement of radical ecology has practised 
‘ecoterrorist tactics’ as part of a broader determination for civil diso- 
bedience, specified by activists as resistance to companies which do 
public harm. A 2010 Europol report outlined a number of tactics: 
‘blackmail, sending threatening emails or making warning phone 
calls to their targets, often threatening their family and committing 
physical assault against their property, or the ‘mass release of animals, 
and even ‘disinformation methods in order to discredit their targets 
and weaken their public acceptance?" ‘Images of sick and abused 
animals are embedded in video footage and made public:?? These are 
typically classified as 'ecoterrorism by various judges across Europe, 
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whereas activists understand and defend them as ecological sabotage 
(ecotage).?^ Importantly, violence is contested among ecotage groups. 
Far from embodying the image of ‘eco-terrorists, many of ‘those who 
carry out small-scale acts of sabotage are also often engaged in rela- 
tively conventional political activity; view sabotage as a complement 
to other action, not as an end in itself; and are committed to avoiding 
physical harm to people: 

Some activists find that a non-violent ethos has prevailed, which 
is insufficiently useful in strategic terms and theoretically ill- 
informed through unfounded moralism. A known representative of 
this position is climate scholar and activist Andreas Malm, who has 
recently published How to Blow Up a Pipeline.” In it, he essentially 
advocates a radical upscaling in the confrontation of climate destruc- 
tors, including the destruction of luxury commodities like SUVs or 
superyachts, and infrastructure of the fossil fuel industry such as gas 
stations, pipelines and refineries. Malm called out a true emergency 
and the necessity to behave that way in strategic terms and to bear 
the cost of defetishising violence if necessary. His criticism has been 
rebutted in differentiated ways. Leading activists in Extinction Rebel- 
lion, who do not endorse anti-capitalism, reject any form of violence. 
Others point out that the consequences of such acts will be devastat- 
ing for those involved and the movement more broadly, since they 
will invite repression, which is even heavier than that of today and 
will be disorganising for the cause.?? 

The other commonly referenced source of violence on the Radical 
Left is the Black Bloc section of the GJM, especially on the occasion 
of the Genoa counter-summit in 2001, which was twisted into 
an iconic sign of destruction; a rain of Molotov bombs and stones 
against heavily armed and aggressive riot police. Here, the notion of 
‘performative violence’ becomes important to distinguish between 
protestors’ and rioters’ intentions and the practice of symbolic con- 
frontation-based rituals within a wider array of tactics, and the 
random and senseless violence they were portrayed as committing 
by the media.” The Black Bloc is really a tactic pursued by anar- 
chists and other anti-authoritarians: black clothing and masks are 
worn and activists march in tight formation to express anonymity 
and solidarity as the founding stones of collective resistance whereby 


133 


The European Radical Left 


the group and not the individual are what matters. Other groups, like 
the Tutte Bianche in Italy, the WOMBLES in Britain and Ya Basta! 
in Spain typically wore white jumpsuits, put on helmets and carried 
shields, intended for protection as they were pushing through the 
barricades of police.” The overall GJM, which is more prominent in 
Europe (where the Black Bloc originated) than in the USA, is repre- 
sented by civil disobedience rather than violence, as no one in these 
groups justifies harming people.'^? Rather, their innovations were to 
use blockades or lockdowns for disruption during international elite 
meetings, broadly understood as ‘non-violent warfare, combined 
with carnival-like and radical art performances.*** 

Another strain is the thinking behind anti-fascist violence, suggest- 
ing the moral duty to contain neofascism with aggressive opposition 
when political institutions fail to do so. This also reveals the strate- 
gic assessment that there is much to achieve by confronting fascism 
in the streets and in social life. Within the Antifa movement, often 
violence is only condoned as self-defence, although common criti- 
cisms include that Antifa counter-violence often surpasses its claims. 
Violence, however, is not the chief mobilising force of Antifa. Well- 
known Antifa tactics in Europe and the USA include the disruption 
of far-right events and speakers, forming human chains in anti- 
demonstrations, monitoring reactionary groups on social media 
platforms, ‘doxxing’ or taking over the Twitter accounts of far-right 
groups and posting anti-fascist content. They are confrontational 
and provocative, except they are not at their core geared towards 
personal, physical violence. To connect Antifa and anarchist activist 
solely with violence is to overshadow all of their political, cultural, 
anti-authoritarian, solidarity and other actions, leaving a picture 
narrower than and unreflective of empirical reality. What do become 
central among Antifa groups are questions involving anonymity and 
visibility, in person and online; self-defence and organising vulner- 
able groups around it, as in the form of Antifa gyms; dealing with 
infiltrators and with infiltrating; football anti-fascism and networks 
across European countries with diverse social activities; state repres- 
sion and anti-police tactics; festivals, social events, publications and 
debate; solidarity with immigrants, refugees, asylum seekers and 
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other oppressed populations; participation in urban and municipal 
movements; fusing with ecological movements.'^* 

Within Europe, the stark contrast between anti-fascism and its 
opposite became clearer than ever in October 2020, when a historic 
victory for the Greek anti-fascist movement was achieved. The 
leaders of the far-right Golden Dawn party were found guilty in court 
for directing a criminal organisation responsible for the murder of 
Antifa hip-hop musician Pavlos Fyssas, killing migrants and harming 
communist trade unionists, among many other acts of violence. The 
sentencing of Golden Dawns fascists has been the largest indictment 
of Nazi crimes since Nuremberg, and the Greek Radical Left was a 
crucial mobilising force of activists, lawyers, politicians, opinion 
leaders and academics in the five-year trial.'^ 

There are, of course, continuities between various anarchist, 
animal liberation and Antifa organisations which refuse to condemn 
all violence and destruction. The last two are monothematic militant 
groups, whereas anarchist and autonomous violence is not strictly 
dependent on the strategy for particular social issues, such as fascism, 
animals or the environment. Yet violence or illegal action often 
comes with less dialogical communication and thus there is more dif- 
ficult linkage between Antifa communities or animal liberationists 
and mass movements. Examples include Antifascistisk Aktion and 
the Rev Front in Sweden, and the Greek Rouvikonas and anarchist 
student groups. As a social force within the Left, these tendencies 
are nevertheless a minority, but a temporal and relational point is 
due here if we are to argue for evolution. Although violence as ter- 
rorism is much less identified with the European Radical Left than 
before (e.g. during the 1970s), uncivil resistance and confrontational 
protest have been thoroughly documented as increasing in the past 
two decades on a world scale. Violence in the form of confrontations 
with the police, illegal action, rioting, property destruction, disrup- 
tive activities and civil disobedience have been especially common in 
the 2010s globally.'^ 

Many instances from around Europe of illegal direct action within 
universities, the public sector or the local level have generated move- 
ments and led to confrontations with the police. Riots between 2008 
and the mid-2010s erupted in Athens, Paris, Stockholm, London and 
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elsewhere. Confrontational tactics by activists reflect a changing role 
by the police, away from what had earlier been characterised as ‘the 
continuing institutionalisation of protest. An increasingly author- 
itarian response by police ended the previously alleged pacification 
of police conflict and the routinised forms of public order manage- 
ment.'^ The criminalisation of protest has grown: a rise in police 
brutality against protestors; anti-immigrant legislation; punishing 
immigrant solidarity for human trafficking, as in Italy and Greece; 
intrusive surveillance measures that violate individual rights and 
explode into scandals, like in the UK; ultraviolent police suppression, 
as in the Catalonian referendum in October 2017; or the anti-G20o 
protests in Hamburg in July 2017." The shooting of Carlo Giuliani 
at the 2001 protests in Genoa and of Alexandros Grigoropoulos, 
which ignited the Athens riots of 2008, have become symbolic among 
radicals of a vengeful, murdering police. 

Civil disobedience, a nominally extreme measure, has been a 
common procedure of mobilisation and resistance for radical move- 
ments, especially during heightened contention or crisis and certainly 
beyond Antifa. In the 1960s and 1970s, its best known manifesta- 
tion was that of conscientious objection to military service in the 
Vietnam War in the USA. The other repertoires of civil disobedience 
have already been addressed: anti-fascist fighting, interruption, dis- 
ruption, rioting and squatting. During the GJM gatherings, pacifists 
would distinctly separate themselves from the Black Bloc. During 
the 2010s, resistance to the implementation of austerity has included 
illegal utility maintenance for bankrupt households, refusal to pay 
toll charges and rioting at court hearings of house evictions during 
the crisis in Greece. The Spanish 15M camp was a "laboratory of 
civil disobedience. This was expressed, for example, in the general 
assembly's decision to violate the Spanish 'day of reflection; during 
which electoral campaigning activity is suspended and a decision was 
taken to evict the camp. ^? When plans were announced to privatise 
the health sector in Madrid, employees enclosed themselves in the 
hospitals (encierros) and held massive workforce assemblies, which 
quickly expanded to include users of health services and gave birth to 
the marea blanca, the movement for public sanitation.''? 
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In the environmental camp, civil disobedience and direct action 
tactics, as in the UK, helped Extinction Rebellion to grow and gain 
popularity, having today more than 130 groups across the country. 
Breaking windows or blocking public roads and bridges or commuter 
trains have been often referred to by Extinction Rebellion as 'esca- 
lation strategies, useful for grabbing the attention of the public and 
helping the organisation grow. Civil disobedience has been taken to 
new organisational levels, exemplified by this groups ‘flopping’ tactic 
when arrested, or their prison guides to movement participants as 
hundreds were arrested. More widely, with the pandemic, civil diso- 
bedience has been a contested issue between radical movements and 
parties and right-wing governments as in Cyprus, Greece and Italy, 
which implemented unconstitutional orders for banning peaceful 
demonstrations as part of the Covid-19 safety measures. 

Between the 1960s and today, ‘extremism’ and ‘terrorism as under- 
stood by liberals - physical violence, paramilitary mobilisation, 
intentions of overthrowing the regime, unlawful behaviour - has 
actually diminished on the European Radical Left. At the same time, 
confrontational tactics and civil disobedience have again become 
more and more features of the disruptive ‘emergent publics’ within, 
across and beyond radical movements. Over the long term, on the 
Radical Left as well as more generally, terroristic violence in Europe 
is largely (although not entirely) gone, while disruptive action, uncivil 
resistance and civil disobedience have, in large part, returned. 

Violence may be less identified as stemming directly from politi- 
cal consciousness, compared to the 1960s and 1970s. As it has been 
argued for the recurrent Paris riots, some violent protest repertoires 
denote a proto-political horizon outside of institutional politics." 
Second, protests in the 2010s are qualitatively different from those 
of the GJM and the Long '68 when violent groups were explicitly 
on the far left or right. In the mass, spontaneous and heterogeneous 
movements, left-wing violence has often taken place during the same 
event, occasion or period as right-wing violence. A communicative 
problem for radicals in this context is how a 'two extremes' thesis 
can more easily polemicise both flanks of the political spectrum as 
illiberal by equalising them as inimical to democracy, irrational and 
senseless. 
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In opposing state legality and the rule of law, radical movements 
as a whole exhibit a large spectrum of action over time, which has 
narrowed towards legality but has retained large-scale civil disobe- 
dience, especially in countries with a vibrant extra-parliamentary 
ground. 


WHICH RADICAL SUBJECTS? 


The practices of the mobilised bring up the additional matter of 
which social categories constitute the main agitators, what in Chapter 
2 was introduced as the composition of mobilisation and resistance. 
In Marxist and radical theory this is about the agency of revolution 
or progressive historical change when aligned with oppression. Rev- 
olutionary subjects as allies, substitutes or extensions of the working 
class had been sought by prominent Marxist intellectuals for several 
decades before the 1960s: the revolutionary vanguard in Leninism, 
the peasants in Maoist thought, the masses according to Rosa Lux- 
emburg or the citizens in the French republican-socialist tradition. In 
the 1960s and 1970s, during the GJM and post-2008, original social 
forces and issues entered the field of protest, and each time the rev- 
olutionary subject has not been the working class, at least not the 
only one. Activists, intellectuals, academics and students have been 
important actors in agitation and more symbolically representative 
of the New Left; in Herbert Marcuse’ line of thinking, they have 
been revolutionary subjects as ‘arising from the struggle itself? ^ In 
France and Italy especially, where 1968 has been highly contested in 
public memory, analyses emphasising the students’ pioneering role 
have faced criticisms for underplaying the force and role of labour 
battles and not taking into account the intersections and interac- 
tions between the students and the more general mobilisations of the 
time.'? Here, pursuing this problematic, we deal with today's radical 
protagonists and compare them to before, the idea being to connect 
class oppression with other socio-demographic elements of mass 
dissent. 

The NSMs and the divisions between them and the Old Left 
emanated from new trajectories of political socialisation among the 
1960s and 1970s youth - more open, liberal and contentious than 


138 


Organising in (Every Subsequent) Movement 


those of the 1930s generation. In 1968, student protests occurred in 
56 countries and continued in most of them throughout the 1970s. 
High schools students also participated in protests in the hundreds of 
thousands. ''* Student radicalisation arose out of the changes within 
capitalism, specifically the large increase in student numbers in many 
countries across the world and the more general transition from elite 
to mass education, during which universities resisted revising their 
traditionalist practices and maintained inadequate facilities. '? 

In the 1960s, among thinkers like Herbert Marcuse, C. Wright 
Mills, Howard Zinn, André Gorz and others, students’ relationship to 
class interests was a flaming topic. There was a widely circulating per- 
ception of students as new possible agents of revolutionary activity. 
In contrast to the established left, because of their age, life stage and 
middle-class status many activists comprising the student movements 
and the 1960s New Left, were often ‘despised’ and treated as ‘utopian, 
‘childish; destructive, ‘irrational, 'hedonist and 'reckless.'"'^ In the 
words of Edward Short, education secretary in the 1968 Labour gov- 
ernment: "They are wreckers who ... are concerned only to disrupt 
society. Their weapons are lies, misrepresentations, defamation, 
character assassination, intimidation and, more recently, physical 
violence?" In Italy, the Communist Party of Italy (PCI) denounced 
the new movements and activists as ‘adventurist’ extremists, gradu- 
ally shifting to framing them as ‘provocateurs’ aiming specifically to 
damage the Left, and finally to approaching them as ‘nihilistic hoo- 
ligans’ only interested in destruction." These insights point to the 
widely discussed implications of a generational gap and its pervasive- 
ness on the European Radical Left and beyond during the 1960s and 
1970s. Youth and students then were a source for cultural renewal 
and the reformulation of radicalism and socialism, especially in the 
context of the university as a free space where thousands are con- 
centrated; they embodied neither the conservatism often inscribed 
in traditional working-class constituencies nor the behavioural self- 
restraint of communist cadres and militants. 

Although students in the late 1960s kicked off the events of the 
ensuing decade with vehement criticism ofthe working class, through- 
out the 1970s they often connected to class and workers as it became 
apparent how educational supply into the labour market reconfigures 
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class relations. Sections of youth saw their social and economic expec- 
tations challenged, if not crushed, and this constituted fertile ground 
for their politicisation and radicalisation."? The working classes, 
albeit much more heterogeneous and disconnected in occupational 
terms today than before have had, in the three periods considered, 
a strong presence in terms of mobilisation and resistance. Economic 
or welfare grievances have driven demonstrations and activism. The 
movements of the 1960s reacted to the quandary of Fordism - the 
modern model of mass production, put in practice since the 1910s 
- while the post-2008 movements responded to the crises of neolib- 
eralism and democracy, yet both waves demanded ‘better institutions 
of collective consumption.'^? Importantly, some of the largest mobi- 
lisations of the 1960s and 1970s were workplace based; for example, 
the French general strikes and the Italian ‘hot autumn' (1969-70), the 
more temporally scattered strike activity in the UK or the strikes of 
1969 and 1973 in West Germany. Depending on the context, strike 
activity included general strikes, sit-ins, walkouts, ‘walk-ins, wildcat 
strikes and unfair labour practice strikes. 

The crisis in the 1970s came with the rise in labour militancy in 
the context of increased industrial conflict and industrial action, 
especially at the factory level." The autoriduzione movement (self- 
reduction of prices) spread across Italy in 1974 and worker turmoil 
was sustained by resistance to the austerity programme advocated in 
the context of the PCI’s compromeso storico (historic compromise), the 
communists lending support to the Christian Democratic (DC) gov- 
ernment between 1976 and 1979.’ In France, the largest strikes in 
the twentieth century took place in 1968, along with workers’ general 
assemblies and numerous committees of struggle and solidarity in 
neighbourhoods, which paralysed production and communication 
in the country. It would be a reductionist view to consider the social 
movements and broader left-wing forces of the 1960s and 1970s as 
merely 'counter-cultural: This would betray ‘the very content and 
meaning of the claims and mottos of most of the millions of Belgian, 
Italian or French workers whose strikes almost always had goals con- 
cerning wages or working conditions.” 

Two types of worker, which were previously absent from trade 
union struggles, played a crucial role in the 1960s and 1970s. One 
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group was the young, unskilled workers with underpaid jobs, and 
the other consisted of young technicians 'skilled enough to perform 
delicate tasks which control the productive process, but who have no 
chance of joining the managerial staff:’*4 Two classic works of neo- 
Marxist theory, which had significant influence, were André Gorz's 
analysis of rethinking labour strategy and Serge Mallets Essays on the 
New Working Class.^? Both criticised the PCF’s (Communist Party of 
France) political strategy and approach towards social stratification 
and towards organising the party and the unions. Theories focusing 
on the increasingly central role of skilled, educated, technical workers 
saw them potentially as the new socialist vanguard.’*° 

New knowledge workers were the prime constituency of the NSMs 
in the 1960s and 1970s. Their preferences arose out of their social 
position. Theories of the ‘new middle class’ have documented the 
emergence of socio-cultural professionals and skilled service workers, 
which are more heterogeneous as a group, open-minded and liberal 
than the old middle class of white-collar office workers, managers 
and technical experts. At the same time, a ‘new working class’ includ- 
ing ‘service and office workers with few skills’ emerged alongside the 
'traditional working class of craftsmen, technical workers and skilled 
agricultural workers. ^ New intermediate social strata posed chal- 
lenges for socialist politics as the classification of persons in relation 
to capitalist production (and consumption) became de facto more 
complex.'^? 

In the contemporary social topography, a new subject envisaged as 
potentially revolutionary has been identified in the form of the pre- 
cariat."? What has come to be known as the precarious generation 
is that group of mainly young people who find themselves in pre- 
carious employment. Processes of precarisation begin in the labour 
market and include temporary, fixed-term work or unemployment, 
as well as atypical, flexible, cognitive work. Concomitantly, these pro- 
cesses extend beyond the workplace to all facets of life. The precariat 
is a concept with a workerist (or operaist) genealogy that can be 
traced between Negri's (1988) ‘social worker’ and ‘the multitude:?? 
It reflects a fervour that can be attributed to the poor, emigrants and 
immigrants, and other atypical figures in the world of labour, giving 
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them the ability to resist imperial power, hence the multitude (or the 
precariat) is potentially a revolutionary force. 

Italian workerism (or operaismo) of the 1960s had a significant 
intellectual impact on sociological analysis nationally (and to a lesser 
extent internationally) through its project of worker inquiries, and 
yielded strong theoretical journals. Due to the PCT shift away from 
class by the 1960s, and the initially intra-party processes and elabo- 
rations (also within the Italian Socialist Party) that began workerism 
in the first half of that decade, there has since been a strong worker- 
ist bent in some Italian movements.'** Since the 1970s, a number of 
activists and scholars have been engaged with the conditions of post- 
Fordism and how the workerist understanding of manual labour in 
the massive factories can be reformulated appropriately to respond 
to the realities of late capitalism, including the insecure settings of 
the gig economy. The difficulties it has faced were largely due to it 
being organic to Fordism and the mass factory.'?* Indeed, Standing’s 
analysis of the precariat can be associated with endeavours to update 
class analysis in late capitalism and connects to the emphasis on 
‘precarisation as a sign of capitalist transformation, which for some 
scholars is a critical juncture in historical-material development.'?? 

Standings analysis of the precariat is not exhausted by the work- 
erist perspective; it is more connected to early ‘social workers’ and 
much less to the notion of the multitude. Yet the new social group it 
identifies is a product of a developing capitalist industry, exploited 
and alienated by its organisation of labour; financialised, to a great 
extent. The origins of the precariat also render it psychologically lib- 
erated from labourism (no option, no dependency) and at the same 
time non-commodified, that is, not entrenched in institutionalised 
exchange. ?^ According to Standing, the precariat is a ‘dangerous 
class, exactly because of its loose relation to the opportunities and 
constraints of the labour market.?? As Andretta and Della Porta 
show, the precarious generation was largely present in demonstra- 
tions across southern Europe and shares multiple socio-demographic 
features and grievances.'?* 

This is not to suggest that Standings thesis of people in long-term 
precarious work gradually forming a dangerous class has not been 
challenged. From an empirical standpoint, Grasso and Giugni, uti- 
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lising a dataset of over 10,000 protestors from 72 demonstrations 
(2009-13), report that ‘precarity’ does not form a new social base 
for anti-austerity protests.'?" Some scholars find it necessary to dis- 
tinguish contention by those who are precarious or unemployed 
from that of people mobilising on behalf of them; the former can be 
subsumed into the movements of the latter.?* Standing's thesis has 
also been negatively assessed as geographically biased, insufficiently 
contextualised'?? and suggesting an artificial distinction within the 
working class.'^? 

Even if we part with the idea of a new class emerging on a global 
scale, precariousness in employment, precarious work and precarity 
as a condition of social life involve a much higher degree of social 
insecurity than that embodied by even the GJM middle-class activ- 
ists, and certainly the 1960s and 1970s students and intellectuals. 
Precarity and unemployment connect youth to class antagonism. It 
is in this sense that the class cleavage has been partly 'redrawn into 
shape’ by contemporary struggles.'^' An insecure occupational status 
can trigger political activism by precarious workers ‘both at the indi- 
vidual and collective level, at least as a sort of temporary, political 
cleavage.'^ The social and economic interests of precarious youth 
align with those of workers and pensioners in increasingly austere 
public sectors and immigrant populations (which are also largely 
precarious), and are deeply imbued in the contradiction in capital- 
ism between capital and labour. 

If the New Left of the 1960s and 1970s introduced political issues 
not captured by class analysis alone, then the GJM and the post- 
2008 movements bestowed major significance upon class-related 
issues. Empirical studies based on surveys have suggested that the 
recession and its management have directly influenced the patterns 
and volume of protest. Deteriorating economic conditions, eroding 
labour rights and rising individual-level deprivation incentivise 
contention.'? Attesting to the growing significance of class-based 
contention is the relevance of workers and labour issues in acts of 
disruption, such as factory occupations and road blockages,'^* as well 
as in protest participation against the neoliberalisation of the public 
sector.'^ Constituencies of anti-austerity protest exhibited a distinct 
social composition. On the whole they are younger and more precar- 
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ious, more concerned with economic issues and not very embedded 
in political networks.'^? 

During the post-2008 crisis in Europe, alternative forms of trade 
unionism and new modes in labour mobilisation have been observed 
at the local and national levels. A minority trend of ‘radical political 
unionism' has either split from the large, mainstream trade unions 
or formed through autonomous establishment and organisation. 
Beyond its engagement in social movement activity, it empha- 
sises class struggle and adopts politicised strategies aligned to new 
left-wing formations that present themselves as outsiders.'" Anar- 
cho-syndicalism in the European courier sector is a case in point. 
After the first strikes of UK Deliveroo riders in 2016 and their spill- 
over to France, Spain, Germany, Italy, Belgium and the Netherlands, 
a number of anarcho-syndicalist unions got involved: in Germany, 
the Free Workers Union; the Independent Workers' Union of Great 
Britain; and the National Confederation of Workers in Spain and 
France. The Spanish and French unions were members of the Inter- 
national Workers’ Association, which split in 2018, and have been 
since members of the Confederación Internacional del Trabajo that 
emerged out of it. Across countries, cleaners, food industry workers, 
cab drivers and others have independently organised in small, rapidly 
growing unions. Although the precarity and atomisation of the gig 
economy render this sector less prone as a whole to union strug- 
gles and power, or to shaping a radical left consciousness, unions 
have mobilised on issues specific to precarious workers. In doing 
so, precarious workers’ unionism has produced several innovations, 
including campaigning in vocational schools, sectoral organising, 
community building and empowerment and consensus democracy 
in practice, each driven by the particular circumstances of precarious 
labour or their industry.'^ 

Turning to age, since the late 1990s the young have been a central 
force both within the GJM and in the post-2008 radical movements, 
including, notably, Jeremy Corbyns support base and Momentum, 
Podemos leaders and cadres, SY RIZA, the Occupy movements across 
Europe and the USA and the movements behind Bernie Sanders. 
The young have supported old die-hard socialists in large numbers 
and in diverse ways, reinjecting political force into their historical 
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ideas. The radical youth is profoundly visible today, although things 
have changed: a more aggressive and austere capitalism in the West 
has affected the younger generation, who did not grow up enjoying 
safe labour markets, social security and welfare. In his account of a 
‘new political economy of youth, Coté explained that ‘we should talk 
about ‘youth-as-a-class, because the last two generations, Gen Y and 
the millennials, are victims of downward social mobility:'^ huge 
increases in house prices leading to a ‘rent generation’; huge amounts 
of student debt along with a shortage of graduate-level jobs; and 
rising youth unemployment, sometimes fed by the extension of the 
retirement age under fiscal austerity programmes.” These sources 
of political grievance have driven lower age cohorts’ characteristic 
radicalism, captured by the ‘Generation Left.'^* Born in an economic 
climate of crisis and generalised precariousness they understand 
politics differently than previous generations. 

In recent years, students and youth have been tied to poverty, inse- 
curity, lack of prospects, the austerity crisis and exploitation. As part 
of the New Left they were reacting against ‘alienation, ‘consumerism, 
‘bureaucratisation, ‘puritanism’ and the ‘gerontocracy’ of European 
politics. At first at least, youth was not experiencing a crisis of cap- 
italism, which impoverished or adversely affected their ranks on a 
mass and cross-national scale. On the contrary, the post-war welfare 
systems that existed until roughly the 1980s allowed for substan- 
tial social mobility among working-class students, many of whom 
formed successive generations of technicians. There was a wide- 
spread (although not easily specified) sense that societies raised on 
capitalist abundance were problematic, and this pervaded intellectu- 
als and the young during the 1960s.'^* On the other hand, as Goran 
Therborn pointedly observed in emphasising the lack of a gener- 
ational divide, as in the 1960s, in Argentina, Portugal, Greece and 
Spain during the 2010s young activists protested alongside their 
parents.’ Public sectors hit by austerity in bailed-out debtor coun- 
tries meant a higher number of retirees hit by poverty and insecurity 
in light of pension reform. 

We can observe a similar pattern for intellectuality and its relation 
to class and materiality. Intellectuals were first seen as the basis for 
renewing the left in the realignments and schisms that occurred 
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in 1956 and thereafter, reflecting the concept of ‘newness’ through 
the growing, theoretical and popularised importance accorded to 
agency.?* Both students and intellectuals arrived at militant posi- 
tions, being decisive allies of the workers, without any meaningful 
pull from organised political forces.'^ By the end of the Long '68 and 
in the light of economic crisis, Foucault claimed that the left intel- 
lectual encountered specific, ‘non-universal’ problems, and in this 
way came ‘closer to the proletariat.” The encounter was realised 
because intellectuals, more specifically academics, began engaging in 
‘real, material, everyday’ struggles through their work within circum- 
scribed domains. By extension, they frequently confronted the same 
enemy as the working classes, ‘the multinational corporations, the 
judicial and police apparatuses, the property speculators, etc??? 
Shifting forward to today, intellectuals are even closer to the pro- 
letariat due to the neoliberalisation of the university sector and the 
prioritisation of laissez-faire logic in education since the 19805. 
Gradually, but clearly by the 2000s, the global and European univer- 
sity sector has exhibited certain trends: more precarious positions 
of employment leading to the replacement of tenured with con- 
tingent faculty; an expansion of the private college and university 
sector; online education and a generalised inclination to vocational, 
labour market-targeted training; casting students as customers 
through a clientele-based, private sector approach, while introducing 
annual evaluations and merit pay for faculty to cultivate a competi- 
tive environment and limit promotions; following new management 
approaches of assessing outcomes-based performance, often through 
narrowly quantified target-based indicators; and increased reliance 
on external, competitive research funding that has been decreasingly 
forthcoming at the university level. These developments have driven 
the ‘proletarianisation of the professoriate’ constraining the very 
horizons for developing scholarly capacity and social creation.'* 
Between the 1960s and today, the left intellectual and student have 
increasingly become, in Foucaults terms, more 'specific; namely 
more integrated into the struggles of the lower and middle classes 
and multiple other oppressed groups. Newness, or rather structural 
change, can be registered in as much as the materialist instinct is 
now more than ever before entrenched in intellectuality and young 
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age, as well as in other groups such as public servants, women and 
pensioners. 

A distinguishing factor in the twenty-first-century movements and 
protests globally is that they involve the (impoverished) middle class 
more than before. This same middle class in the 1960s and 1970s 
was a beneficiary of the systemic structures it is now criticising.'^? 
Because of welfare and healthcare retrenchment and the downsiz- 
ing of public sectors, new groups have emerged as a large organised 
crowd for agitation and propaganda. Since about the 2008 financial 
crisis, they include public sector employees, pensioners and other ex- 
beneficiaries of state subsidies. This is not to say that one cannot find 
middle-class groups in the 1960s Radical Left in Europe (students, 
professionals). Though as a large organised group and as a space for 
agitation and propaganda, these groups are for the first time engaged 
in contention en masse. 

For movements, then, can we contend that their radical subject 
changes over time? No, given workers and students, various sectional 
groups, intellectuals and the middle-class mix across the three mobi- 
lisation waves of the Long '68, the GJM period and post-2008. Yes, 
because how they are aggregated into the form resistance takes, its 
coherence or fragmented nature, has developed into a large mass of 
citizens with common enemies - neoliberalism and austerity, social 
insecurity and post-democracy. 


RETROSPECTIVE 


If the multitude is important, if emergent publics are all-encompass- 
ing, then this is so at least in terms ofthe increased and reaccelerating 
multitude of struggles since the 1960s in which radicals are engaged. 
The Radical Left organises through multiple methodologies. Physical 
and organisational settings and mobilisation experiences among 
activists are numerous and diverse and a diachronic feature on the 
Radical Left, but this is not a European particularity. It is a global 
commonality. The spectrum of activism ranges between the col- 
lective and the individual, the institutional and the cultural; from 
violent, disobedient and aggressive to peaceful; from secretive to 
open, pluralist to particularistic, confrontational to consensual, and 
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vertical to horizontal. Additionally, in the 1960s and 1970s, during 
the GJM and post-2008, new social forces and new issues entered the 
field of protest. Each time the mobilising subject has not been the tra- 
ditional working class, or at least not the only one. The key tensions 
that are internal to movement demarcations and contrasts are dis- 
aggregated into the analytical dimensions of organisation in Table 
5.1, summarising the narrative developed over Chapters 3-5. Alto- 
gether, they posit that distinct mobilisation waves entail particular 
types of tensions depending on intertwined processes in the socio- 
economic context, such as generational change and the global spirit 
of the times. Because new structures, procedures and compositional 
profiles appear or old ones re-emerge in every subsequent wave, 
division lines are drawn and redrawn in organisational practice. Most 
of these tensions, in columns two and three of Table 5.1, manifest 
themselves concretely in a particular fashion each time. 

Yet, every subsequent mobilisation wave includes both emerging 
sectional interests and the archetypical collective subjects of the 
1960s. It includes disruptive action and solidarity-based initiatives 
- both the utilisation of entrenched protest repertoires and innova- 
tive or unprecedented practice. During our time frame and between 
periods of ‘newness, what has been reconfigured the most in the case 
of radical organisation is the centrality or prominence of certain ways 
of doing politics on the left: the salience, and intellectual and politi- 
cal legitimacy, of organisational forms within a broad political space, 
whether guerrilla tactics, uncivil protest, decentralisation and hori- 
zontality, hierarchy or spontaneity. In real time, the old and the new 
almost always coexist in radical organisational practice during the 
peak of mobilisation cycles. 
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Table 5.1 
movements in western Europe 


Summary of organisational demarcations inside Radical Left 


Social movement 
organisations Left 


Tensions within the Radical 


Periods of ‘newness’/cases 


Structures 


Mobilisation in national vs. 


international arena 


Social media vs. on the 


ground work 


Secretive vs. transparent 


Verticality vs. horizontality ^ Long '68 - New Left vs. communists and 


social democrats 
GJM years - parties respond to movements 
post-2008 - ‘movement parties’ (e.g. 
Podemos, SYRIZA) 
GJM and post-2008 - glocal shift 
and regionalisation of movement targets 


Post-2008 - spontaneity and mass appeal but 


short life of Occupy movements 
Long '68 - radical environmentalism, urban 
guerrillas vs. others 
GJM and post-2008 - radical 
environmentalism and Antifa vs. pro- 
democracy and anti-austerity movements 


Procedures Centralism versus Long '68 - anarchism and left libertarian 
decentralisation movements vs. orthodox communists and 
their ancillary structures 
Majority vs. consensus GJM - anarchism and citizenism during 
Social Forums and Occupy raise practical 
Representation and strategic issues 
(vanguardism) vs. Long '68 - communist and socialist 
participation (direct centralism vs. anarchist and libertarian left 
democracy) Long '68 - guerillas 
Confrontational vs. GJM - performative violence 
consensual Post-2008 - precarious organising vs. 
mainstream trade unions 
Prefiguration vs. GJM - crisis of prefigurative politics: RLPs 
institutional tactics emerge in 2000s 
Post-2008 - Occupys short durability, more 
focus on political organisation 
Composition/ Students vs. workers Long '68 - generational gap, hostile 


radical subjects 


Middle class vs. working 


class 


Young vs. old 


exchanges but also linkage gradually 
Long '68 and subsequently - intermediate/ 
technical strata increasing and diversifying 

(new classes), changing class analysis 

Post-2008 - public sector workers, 
impoverished middle class, pensioners, a 
precarious youth/student body 
Long '68 - young radicals (students) 


criticising and reproached by established Left 


Long '68, GJM and post-2008 - recurring 
‘left generations’ but generational divide 
mostly in Long '68 
Long '68 and subsequently - intellectuality 
becoming more resonant with class 
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PART III 


Past and Present of European 
Radical Left Parties 


6 
Radical Left Party Identities in Motion 


INTRODUCTION 


As we have seen, ideological tensions have diachronically played out 
between binaries such as reform and revolution, class and identity, 
the state and its outside, or in this book's idiom, co-optation and 
resistance. Here, we pursue this problematic in mapping the evolving 
Radical Left party family since the Long '68. In all, we return to the 
ideas of democracy, anti-capitalism and anti-neoliberalism, solidar- 
ity and internationalism that were previously dealt with from the 
perspective of movements. To interpret how RLP identities resonate 
in political conflict, we try to situate parties within their national 
party systems and the competitive dynamics of electoral democracy 
where this conflict occurs. A pertinent task is to ask how time and 
conjuncture differentiate party identity as conceived relationally, that 
is, with respect to other partisan identities in society. More specifi- 
cally, we need to examine the processes of electoral change since the 
1970s such as social cleavage realignment or dealignment and the 
recomposition of European party systems.' This perspective has been 
adopted across sections 1 and 2, looking initially at the Cold War 
years and then beyond them. 

Section 3 turns to internationalism by focusing, as with the move- 
ments, on the questions of war, peace and immigration. As in Chapter 
3, the issue is taken further by looking at European integration. The 
regional dimension of the societies, economies and political systems 
of European countries became increasingly important during the 
1990s and 2000s, as EU legislation began to pervasively bind national 
economic and legal systems. In terms of public opinion this process 
of ‘deepening’ has been accompanied by a shift from a ‘permissive 
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consensus’ to a ‘constraining dissensus.* Today this new reality is 
clearly evident in the shadow of Brexit. 


ELECTORAL DEMOCRACY, PARTY SYSTEMS 
AND THE RADICAL LEFT 


What has changed between the 1960s and today in the ideological 
universe of RLPs cannot be overestimated. Obviously, the Radical 
Left has had different histories across western Europe, which resist 
summary presentations amid country-by-country specificities. Nev- 
ertheless, trends in most parts of this region begin with the two main 
strands on the Radical Left that have existed since the early twentieth 
century: communism and social democracy. In political science one 
cannot find a typology of party families which does not distinguish 
between these two lefts, but over the long term the labels commu- 
nism and social democracy have evolved both in their meaning and 
their place as political visions within the broader political space. 
These two party groups were competing against one another, par- 
ticularly where the bulk of aggregate volatility took place primarily 
between groups of parties either on the left or the right side of the 
ideological spectrum, and much less in terms of electoral transfers 
across the two blocs of the party system.? 

In western Europe, both communism and social democracy 
remained committed to the new order arising after 1945 when the 
market system was tempered by political power and the state was 
ascribed a protective role over society in opposition to the laissez- 
faire approach. In this way, as Claus Offe underlined, both groups 
disclaimed radical hopes for an end to capitalism, although both also 
diverged sharply and contrasted in policy spirit with the predomi- 
nant paradigm of the pre-war period.^ For both, class-centred politics 
was a constant of their self-definition.” CPs accepted the parliamen- 
tary road to socialism and aimed to present themselves as political 
actors who fully respect the constitutional regime. There is a rational 
pattern of co-optation into the post-war consensus, as summarised 
by Hobsbawm: 'the history of communism in the developed econ- 
omies of the west has been the history of revolutionary parties in 
countries without insurrectionary prospects.^ Nevertheless, the lines 
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of division between the two lefts historically amounted to nothing 
less than an (intra-Left) cleavage. This cleavage reproduced the major 
strands of left radicalism since the Russian Revolution (1917) - its 
main expressions previously being social democracy and anarchism 
- which remained as such until the social democratic mutation.” 

In the first half of the twentieth century, because ofthe victory ofthe 
Bolsheviks and the subsequent creation of strong CPs and eventually 
communist regimes in many parts of the world, debates about social 
democracy were about whether to reform or transform capitalism. In 
spite of coalitions, common fronts and convergence over Keynesian 
policy, until well after the 1960s the debate between CPs and SDPs 
focused on projecting two competing economic systems, each side 
outlining its own ideal systems benefits and identifying flaws in the 
other. SDPs crucially differed on foreign policy, as most of them were 
hostile to the USSR or at best reserved. The decision of the SPD at its 
Bad Godesberg congress in 1959 'to break with Marxism' reverber- 
ated beyond the confines of Germany, and Keynesianism triumphed 
over Marxism as the ideological and policy toolkit of Western social 
democracy. Gradually, and depending on the case, SDPs would also 
shift towards support for the West, NATO and the EU, in most cases 
by the 1990s." 

Its more than clear how developments in capitalism and geopoli- 
tics brought about a crisis in both communism and social democracy 
by the 1960s. This ‘double crisis’ of the Left explains the beginning of 
an identity shift, which, as suggested by Geoff Eley, is rather ironic: 
‘just as Western CPs sought to shed the Soviet handicap by remaking 
themselves in the social democratic image, most notably via Euro- 
communism, social democracy of the established kind became 
politically a dead end’? We will cover the Eurocommunist moment in 
more detail later, but it is important to note it here. Both of the ide- 
ologies and identities sprouting out of the intra-Left schism of the 
revolution years were discredited by the 1970s. This was tantamount 
to the early stages of each one’s historical defeats. 

Focusing on party systems reminds us how drawn out this crisis 
can be. Among other things, RLP identity has been affected by how 
radicals responded to or behaved during the introduction of new ide- 
ological cleavages since the 1960s. In the 1970s, NSMs influenced 
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western European party systems in three major ways: by producing 
programmatic demands and issue dimensions located outside of the 
realm of traditional controversies over economic issues and which 
various parties gradually incorporated; by spawning left libertarian 
parties and GPs as well as a plethora of revolutionary parties and 
many urban guerrilla groups; and by initiating debates on intra-party 
democracy.'? 

The emergence of left libertarian parties and GPs in the 1960s, 
1970s and 1980s came from central and northern Europe. Today 
these comprise the predominant profile on the western European 
Radical Left. Left libertarian parties first appeared in Scandinavia 
(the Socialist Peoples Party in Denmark, 1959, and Norway, 1961), 
France (various forces in the 1960s and 1970s) and the Netherlands 
(the Political Party of Radicals, 1968) under the label of a New Left. 
Afterwards, GPs attracted considerable electoral support in Austria, 
Belgium, Switzerland and West Germany. This was not a southern 
European phenomenon where other cleavages initially took the place 
of the northern European ‘new politics’ conflict line: in Cyprus the 
national question, in Greece, Portugal and Spain the dictatorships 
and parliamentary democracy itself. 

Left libertarian parties criticised the post-war logic of social devel- 
opment, were opposed to having economic growth as the centrepiece 
of the political agenda, advocated more and non-elitist democracy, 
combined libertarian commitments with egalitarian concerns and 
were not satisfied with the bureaucratic welfare state. The policy 
expression of their ‘newness’ came through positions that place these 
parties in opposition to ‘established politics’: the institutions of gov- 
ernment, the unresponsive bureaucracy and the political culture of 
the old left-wing parties. Democracy, and the design of society as 
a whole, was, like in the current period of democratic crisis, a core 
issue for both the left libertarians and the early GPs. For the latter, the 
fundis-realos conflict during the 1980s centred on the significance 
of institutional opposition to non-institutional political action. This 
conflict within GPs concerned, among other things, how they should 
organise and mobilise, and more broadly how they should engage 
in modern politics. The conflict cross-cut any left-right distinctions 
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that existed in some of these parties; many Greens saw themselves as 
part of the left although (still) not the socialist movement. 

For GPs, where from the start it was claimed that the left-right 
divide was redundant and had to be transcended (as in the British and 
French Greens), the fundis-realos conflict issues remained uncon- 
nected to talk about visions of socio-economic transformation." In 
the German and French GPs, until the 1990s there were strong eco- 
socialist tendencies that either wanted to tie the parties more closely 
to the socialists or social democrats and emphasise non-ecological 
social issues, or which detested the option of coalition building and 
insisted on political autonomy. Many GP activists and militants orig- 
inally came from the left, although they denounced political systems 
and traditions, presented themselves as advocating ‘new politics and 
were often disappointed by the CPs or SDPs.”* 

The other manifestation of left-wing realignment in the Long '68 
and its aftermath, beyond the left libertarians, went in a revolution- 
ary direction; chiefly, Trotskyism and Maoism.*? Trotskyism’s fate 
was sealed largely by the historical and immoral role assigned to it 
by Stalin. Nevertheless, Soviet politics evolved, and with it so did the 
communist image of Trotskyism: 


from a ‘right’ deviation of communism in the late 1920s to a 
criminal non-ideology in the time of the purge trials to bourgeois 
nationalism/Zionism at the end of Stalins life to Khrushchevian 
half-hearted revision to a "left' deviation of communism in Brezh- 
nevs time, with a growing variety of nuances among non-Soviet 
communists.'* 


During the ‘newness’ of the 1960s and 1970s, a new generation 
of Trotskyists was in part shaped by the changing legacy of Stalin, 
which had come into question, making the issue of Trotskyism a con- 
tinuing problem for the CPs.** Otherwise, Trotskyism was grouped 
with other ‘petty bourgeois; 'ultra-left' deviations, such as anarchism, 
the New Left and Maoism, and was accused of 'adventurism or ‘the 
substitution of revolutionary phrases for deeds.*° The rhetorical 
manifestations of such divisions are discussed in Chapter 7. Within 
these political circles, and in many western European trade unions, 
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debate emerged in the late 1960s over whether workers' control over 
production and distribution processes was the only true socialism, 
which was very different from having one leader in charge of deci- 
sion-making and a centralised economic system. 

Maoist parties had formed in the 1960s in almost all Western coun- 
tries and beyond, mostly splintering from CPs. Conflict between the 
Maoists and Trotskyists occurred in various places. The two currents 
did resemble each other in highlighting the revolutionary poten- 
tial in the peasant masses in former colonial countries, denying the 
possibility of ceasing power peacefully and operating incrementally 
thereafter, and in terms of fragmentation and reactionary behaviour 
against potential allies." Still, the Maoists all shared a physiog- 
nomy comprising elements that differentiated them from everyone 
else on the Radical Left. They saw the role of ‘oppressed people and 
‘oppressed countries’ in fighting imperialism as equally important 
for achieving socialism as the role of the working class. They also 
employed a broadly populist language, often replacing ‘the working 
class’ with ‘the people’ in their rhetoric, and thus being accused of 
'substitutionism. To put it as simply as possible, the historical role 
ascribed by Marxism to the working class was widened through the 
lens of Third Worldism to include many more social groups. All of 
the main Maoist parties propagated against the CPs, which were 
accused of having been taken over by revisionism, either since the 
1930s or at some point in the two decades thereafter: for many 
Western European radicals, China *was a stick with which to beat the 
undynamic Communist Party at home"? 

In most of their western European and North American variants, 
Maoist parties were composed mostly of former students who easily 
engaged in competition with each other. Without substantive and 
long-lasting connections to the proletariat, Maoist parties typically 
failed to reach workers in any sustained fashion.'? For the Trotsky- 
ist parties that had formed an International in 1938, which by the 
1960s had undergone multiple quarrels and splits, sectarianism has 
been widely explained by the movements social and political isola- 
tion. Callinicos specified this point with more accuracy, arguing that 
the movements very small size combined with its "historic isolation 
from mass working class struggles translated into ‘the inability to 
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influence events ... itself likely to encourage splits: since there is no 
way of settling differences in analysis or policy by practical tests, why 
not break away??? 

The revolutionary parties had a strong intellectual identity, and 
this explains why in some instances sectarianism arose and frag- 
mentation was divisive enough to limit an otherwise more obvious 
presence in society and politics. Ideological detail matters more in the 
face of extensive analytical exercises, as reflected in the culture and 
structures of some parties. When it is combined with the falsehood 
of ideological purity or ideological correctness it turns into sectarian- 
ism. Hobsbawm made a relevant observation: "There is the danger of 
establishing a ghetto in which intellectuals, while claiming to operate 
within the working class movement, really address each other, often 
in terms which are incomprehensible to anyone outside?” On many 
occasions, sectarianism reflected the political manifestation of 
the Freudian psychological term ‘narcissism of small differences; 
whereby competing groups would each claim the moral high ground 
of principles. As Chomsky argued, sectarianism was sometimes the 
outcome of concerns about oppression, authority and rights that 
became important in the 1960s taking an unhealthy form, although 
not commonly and not inevitably." Not only did resistance become 
futile by blurring a coherent radical identity in society, spreading the 
seeds of revolutionary marginality and incapacitating Maoist alli- 
ances, collective advance and impact on political conflict, it was also 
damaging to the very lives of some of those involved: its record of 
tragic events among Maoist protagonists includes nervous break- 
downs, suicides and defamations.^? 

Between the 1960s and today, Maoist and Trotskyist parties had 
a mild and differentiated role in shaping western European party 
systems. Unlike the Maoists, whose significance was notable in the 
social movements much more than it was for parties, Trotskyists 
had a double effect, although this varied from country to country. 
In the UK and France, Trotskyism (like the New Left as a whole) 
played a key role in sustaining radical politics, both extra-parliamen- 
tary action and within sections of the labour or socialist movement 
through entryism. After Maos death in 1976, many small Maoist 
parties turned away from China and towards Albanian socialism, 
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while by the end of the 1970s most formal Maoist parties across the 
West fell into decline. Some of them, as in Belgium and Norway, 
tried to become ‘normal’ CPs and disassociate themselves from the 
Third World’s crimes, which had begun to marginalise them com- 
pletely. Today Trotskyists are marginal within the broader party 
family, but there are numerous organisations which operate in the 
name of Trotskyism: John Kelly estimated that there were around 22 
British Trotskyist organisations of various particularities in existence 
in 2017, and internationally he identified 23 Fourth Internationals.” 
In the UK, a presence inside the national parliament has only been 
achieved through the Labour Party. The Trotskyists are important at 
the municipal level and have played a critical, leading role in many 
struggles: the Vietnam Solidarity Campaign (1966-71); the Anti- 
Nazi League (1977-81); the movement of Rock against Racism and 
subsequently the organisation Love Music Hate Racism (1976-); the 
Anti-Poll Tax Federation (1989-91); and the STWC (2001-).”° 

By the GJM years, as their autonomous strength faded in most 
countries, Maoists and Trotskyists entered democratic socialist 
coalition parties — like SYRIZA, British Left Unity, the Portuguese 
Left Bloc, Die Linke in Germany and Podemos in Spain. In some 
countries, notably in Greece, they have an important role in the 
extra-parliamentary left (Anticapitalist Left Cooperation for the 
Overthrow, ANTARSYA). In the UK, 'thousands of former revolu- 
tionaries who became disillusioned by the collapse of the movements 
of the 1960s and 19705 joined the Labour Party in the 1980s under 
the umbrella of Tony Benns influence. Trotskyists rejoined the 
Labour Party under Jeremy Corbyn in 2015.”° But it is France which 
remains the only country where Trotskyism commands autonomous 
status in left-wing presidential politics, essentially leading the organ- 
ised movements of the historical anti-capitalist left. The reasons for 
the French exception can be loosely summarised as including Trot- 
sky's concrete connections with French socialist militants during his 
exile in France between 1933 and 1934, subsequently consolidating a 
lasting political cultural current within the left-wing vote; the many 
organisational faces or nuclei of Trotskyism in the political sphere, 
a ‘multiple Bolshevism’ addressing differentiated social milieus and 
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ideological spaces and the incredible capacity and sophistication of 
the Trotskyist tradition in the practice of revolutionary organisation." 

Revolutionary and left libertarian parties have produced new com- 
petition for the established Left since the 1970s. But new parties 
have been a more systematic feature for the Radical Left compared 
to the SDPs and GPs. Tables 6.1 and 6.2 inspect the aggregate and 
disaggregated levels of ‘newness’ for the three pillars on the Left to 
estimate how interparty competition therein has (or has not) become 
increasingly unstable and unpredictable. New parties are defined as 
new entrants in the electoral arena that have contested national elec- 
tions for the first time and obtaining 1 per cent or more of the vote. 


Table 6.1 Aggregate number of new SDPs, CPs/RLPs and GPs per western 
European country (1960-2019) 


Country Social democracy Communist/socialist Green Total 
Austria 1 o 4 5 
Belgium 4 1 2 7 
Cyprus 2 1 1 4 
Denmark 3 5 3 10 
Finland o 2 2 4 
France 2 7 3 12 
Germany o 2 2 4 
Greece 7 6 2 15 
Iceland 3 4 5 12 
Ireland 2 5 i 8 
Italy 8 6 2 16 
Malta 2 o i 3 
Netherlands o 1 2 3 
Norway o 3 1 4 
Portugal 7 9 2 18 
Spain 1 7 d 9 
Switzerland o 3 3 6 
United Kingdom 2 o 1 3 
Total 43 62 38 143 


Source: Holger Döring and Philip Manow, Parliaments and Governments Database (ParlGov): 
Information on Parties, Elections and Cabinets in Modern Democracies, development 
version, 2019. Party family classifications based on ParlGov codes. 


Notes: Only parties winning more than 1.0 per cent vote share in elections. In ParlGov, mergers 
and party splits count as a new party ‘if the (largest) predecessor party won less than 75% 

of the combined vote of all preceding parties in the last election: Otherwise such cases only 
count as renames not as new parties. 
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Table 6.2 New RLPs per decade per western European country (1960-2019) 


Country 1960S 1970s 1980s 1990s 2000s 2010s Total 


Austria 
Belgium 
Cyprus 
Denmark 
Finland 
France 
Germany 
Greece 
Iceland 
Ireland 

Italy 

Malta 
Netherlands 
Norway 
Portugal 
Spain 
Switzerland 
United Kingdom 
Total 
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Source: ParlGov. Party family classifications based on ParlGov codes. 


Notes: Only parties winning more than 1.0 per cent vote share in elections. In ParlGov, mergers 
and party splits count as a new party ‘if the (largest) predecessor party won less than 75% 

of the combined vote of all preceding parties in the last election: Otherwise such cases only 
count as renames not as new parties. 


Relationally, the total number of new RLPs since the 1960s has been 
higher than both the Social Democrats and Greens (almost double 
the latter). We could understand this as a more unstable pattern of 
politics on the Radical Left rather than the centre-left, which is the 
product of many factors, including Cold War dynamics, the impact of 
the USSRS fall, deeper historical divisions and national institutional 
factors. Looking behind the numbers, we can say that almost none 
of the new RLPs emerging since the 1960s can be classified as a CP, 
although this does not mean Marxism-Leninism has been entirely 
out of the picture, since both Maoists and Trotskyists self-defined as 
Marxists- Leninists. 

In certain countries no new actors emerged. In Malta, the UK and 
Austria (effectively also in Cyprus, the Netherlands and Belgium) new 
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RLPs have not appeared or were subsequently absorbed into other, 
established organisations. These are frozen party systems with a 'fun- 
damental bias towards stability' that characterises western European 
party systems as a whole, although less so the Radical Left than the 
Greens and the social democrats.?? Still, in many countries the same 
actors of the 1960s or 1970s or their successors dominate the polit- 
ical landscape. In these cases, the organisational anchor point of 
left radicalism in the national party system has remained the same 
throughout, and identities carry on through subsequent reconstitu- 
tions. Looking at trends over time, the most ‘populous’ decade was 
the 19705, followed by the 2010s and then the 1990s and 1980s. New 
RLPs appear in the Long '68, the GJM years and in the post-2008 
crisis period, as well as during the years of intensified Soviet crisis 
and dissolution. That is, across and between periods of ‘newness’. 

The data should be read primarily as concerning the Radical Left’s 
identity fragmentation within the party system in a relational way. 
Data collection issues prevent the inclusion of all new parties. A loose 
view, however, which becomes clearer in subsequent chapters, allows 
us to underline the marked difference between the 1960s and 1970s 
and the 2010s. Twenty years before the end of the Cold War was the 
time of heavy and bitter splintering in virtually all radical spaces of 
European party systems. After 1990, sects, groups and micro-parties 
converged into a unified organisational whole. There is therefore a 
universalising tendency between distinct organisations analogous 
to the rhetorical patterns reviewed earlier. It is quite different from 
the bitter antagonism of the Long '68, when more historical cleavage 
lines ran through the Radical Left. 

However, in the Long '68 ‘newness’ did not only arrive through 
new parties and movements, fragmenting the identities of RLPs in 
party systems. It also came from within the universe of established 
CPs. From 1973 until the 1980s, the Italian communists under 
Enrico Berlinguer, the French communists under Georges Marchais 
and the Spanish communists under Santiago Carrillo embraced what 
came to be known as Eurocommunism. They held various meetings 
across Europe, issued common statements and made collective inter- 
ventions. Their ideological horizon was also largely adopted by some 
Scandinavian CPs, the British communists and the Greek Eurocom- 
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munists, which had split from the KKE (Communist Party of Greece) 
in 1968. Eurocommunism was three things overall. It was an elec- 
toral strategy aimed at appealing to the middle classes, an ideological 
revision that moved away from Marxism-Leninism (both as inter- 
preted and practised in the USSR) and it was a sign of increasing 
disaffection with the USSR in the West.^? This meant the espousal of 
an interpretation of democracy and human rights that differed greatly 
from the orthodox line. There came a subsequent acceptance of polit- 
ical pluralism, both during and after the period socialism was built. 
Southern European countries already had their own social democ- 
racy by the 1970s, which was labelled as communist and approached 
the democratic state with a positive, ‘constructive’ attitude, revealing 
a conviction that although it was controlled by the ruling classes it 
could still be democratised and serve popular interests if the balance 
of power within it was appropriate.?? 

The Eurocommunists’ fate was sealed by the early 1980s. Although 
they emphasised the goal of electoral victory and chose strategies 
targeted at winning over non-communist votes, the result was far 
from grand electoral victories in the medium term. Between the 
elections of the 1970s and the early 1980s, the PCI, PCF and PCE 
(Communist Party of Spain) each lost about a million votes, while the 
KKE Interior halved its vote share.** By the mid-1980s, there was no 
such thing as Eurocommunism being practised as an alliance between 
parties. Yet, we must note that the paradigmatic turn away from rev- 
olution and towards reform, and the ideological spirit of the Long 
'68, was also present within the communist movement: ‘A socialist 
strategy remained the ultimate and desirable goal, but the road map 
leading in this direction no longer contained instructions for sudden, 
radical breaks and associated cataclysmic events but, instead, a series 
of intercalated structural reforms which, in due time, would bring 
about the same result??? 


THE END OF ANTI-CAPITALISM? 
During the 1990s a course of recomposition began. It had its roots 
in the divisions and failures emerging from the 1980s, which was 


nothing short of a crisis already, not least in the Soviet Communist 
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Party itself.’ After the fall of the Berlin Wall, among other associ- 
ated, dominant notions of historical development, it was popularly 
claimed that the battle of ideologies had ended and with it history 
itself.** In this ‘final’ ideological hegemony, it was widely claimed, lib- 
eralism emerged victorious. Communism (along with fascism) was 
said to have failed, liberty was the opposite of socialism, class was 
unimportant and eastern Europe finally became ‘democratic’ and 
could be incorporated into Western ‘normality. Policies encourag- 
ing central planning and speaking in the name of the working class 
raised suspicion. To be as clear as possible: the most seismic discon- 
tinuity since the 1960s was the end of the USSR and its impact on 
global political developments and on RLPs. 

Foremost, this is evidenced within party systems rather than 
looking at post-1990 movements alone, such as the GJM, which had 
distinct dynamics involving anarchism and autonomism. A funda- 
mental reshaping of the Radical Left took place where qualitatively 
new organisations or permutations of existing ones developed. There 
was an assortment of immediate responses to the end of ‘actually 
existing socialism. What they had in common was that the outcomes 
were produced by the internal balance of power between the Stalinist 
and orthodox segments and the reformist or ‘renewal left. National 
perestroikas were pursued by reformers in almost all parties and 
many of their advocates eventually ended up either in New Left or 
non-left-wing politics. 

Orthodox parties in which pro-Soviet forces predominated rejected 
the failure of communism and continued to prioritise a socialist 
transformation in the means of production. These parties initially 
included the Portuguese Communist Party (PCP), the PCF in France, 
the Danish Communist Party, the Belgian Communist Party (PCB) 
and the KKE in Greece. The PCF and the PCB eventually shifted to 
change their initial interpretation. The Party of Communist Refoun- 
dation (Rifondazione) in Italy and the PCE in Spain and most of the 
Scandinavian parties in the 1990s argued that socialism had failed 
because it degenerated into Stalinism, and that the original principles 
of Marxism had to be redrawn and enriched with insights from the 
struggles of movements and local groups. Parties whose conclusion 
was that the collapse of communism in eastern Europe represented 
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a failure of communism itself abandoned all communist credentials 
and transformed into non-CPs of the Left. These were the PCI in 
Italy, which became an SDP, the Communist Party of Great Britain, 
the Communist Party of Finland and the Communist Party of the 
Netherlands.** 

An identity crisis for the communist left was, moreover, coupled 
with its profound electoral weakening. The family’s aggregate elec- 
toral strength fell from 19.1 million votes (9.4 per cent) in 1988 to 
11.2 million votes (5.1 per cent) in 1993. Most RLPs lost moder- 
ately or heavily and the Radical Left as a political force across Europe 
was significantly relegated post-1991.°° The end of ‘actually existing 
socialism’ has, since the 1960s, been the key moment of collective 
change for RLPs. In addition to electoral downsizing, this came in the 
form of internal conflict about left-wing memory, defeat and the past, 
ideological challenges and revisions, organisational weakening and 
fragmentation. The impact of the USSRS fall must be nuanced only 
in the light of continuing historical facts, of which there are two that 
are most important. In terms of size, the European Radical Left has 
been a relatively ‘small party family’ throughout, only in a few cases 
consistently getting more than 30 per cent of the vote (e.g. in Cyprus 
and Italy).*” In most countries it rarely polled above about 15 per cent 
and in some countries, such as Austria, West Germany (until unifi- 
cation) and the UK, it never entered parliament as an autonomous 
force. Soviet dissolution thus did not transform electoral dynamics 
across most countries between the communists and social demo- 
crats. Indeed, the most marked electoral decline for RLPs happened 
during the 1980s.?* 

Initial responses to and the effects of the Soviet collapse do not 
of course exhaust the diversity of European RLPs today; things have 
changed significantly since then. Thus, for the purposes of identify- 
ing a political morphology among RLPs in Europe, the distinction 
between communist and non/post-communist left parties that ini- 
tially emerged in the aftermath of Soviet collapse is not very useful. 
The last ten years or so have in many ways been unique because of the 
global financial crisis and its European implications, uniting RLPs 
around anti-austerity. This has effectively meant opposing legislation 
that seeks to restructure the public sector and its finances, cut back 


166 


Radical Left Party Identities in Motion 


on welfare provisions, privatise public utilities and commodify the 
commons. Compared to the 1990s, during the crisis RLPs have been 
markedly different - a revitalised space, both in terms of electoral 
performance and movement mobilisation. 

The interpretation of the post-2008 crisis by most RLPs - the 
communist and workers’ parties excepted - is geared, as in the move- 
ments, towards a critique, not of capitalism and its underlying social 
processes but of the symptoms of neoliberalism: financialisation, 
rising inequality, precarity, welfare state retrenchment and the com- 
modification of public goods.? The overall policy profile amounts 
to ‘a new Keynesianism, combined with a plea for democratising the 
channels of political representation and, since the rise of the climate 
movements, addressing the climate emergency. One should also note 
that many of the battles the Radical Left has fought successfully, by 
proposing legislation around which majority coalitions formed (e.g. 
in Portugal and Greece), often concern ‘new politics issues. These 
issues range from domestic violence, civil rights and guarantees, the 
fight against racism and discrimination, gay marriage and other more 
localised issues, such as bullfighting in Portugal and Spain. 

To add another parameter of evolving political dynamics, along 
the way technological development has also had implications for the 
Left in the context of party systems. The digital revolution played 
into the emergence of pirate parties and their rise since the early 
2000s. This has been an uneven phenomenon limited to continen- 
tal and northern Europe, where the issue was most salient. In all the 
cases of newly formed pirate parties they have been anti-authoritar- 
ian, aiming to enhance civic liberties, to give open access to culture 
through the internet and to fight or resist ‘institutional corruption 
and the influence of corporations. Their roots lie in internet activism 
and protest against digital copyright law. Although pointing to the 
malfunctions of capitalism, pirate parties are predominantly middle- 
class organisations and avoid using anti-capitalist rhetoric or putting 
forward ideas about extensive redistribution: ‘pirate politics merely 
tweaks the logic of existing regimes.*° Statistical analysis of elec- 
toral survey data has shown that the prime driver of voting for pirate 
parties has been political distrust, and interviews with Pirate Party 
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activists illustrate that they do not self-define in left-right terms.** In 
what ways then, if any, has this party family been challenging RLPs? 
In those countries where pirate parties did become an important 
competitor in the party system, they had a twofold influence, which 
is very time-specific. Sections of the protest vote going to RLPs were 
drawn to the Pirates, most evidently in Germany. Die Linke and Rosa 
Luxemburg Stiftung launched a number of meetings and events to 
understand and respond to this party phenomenon and its impli- 
cations for the Left's strategy. Die Linke also spent a period testing 
liquid democracy; out of which certain new democratic operations 
emerged.* In Sweden, in terms of both timing and extent, the Left 
Party, among others, has been influenced by the Pirates presence,? in 
developing many features and online tools for organising and agenda 
setting, under the Pirates-initiated pretext of decentralisation and 
directness as the partisan manifestations of horizontalist politics.*^ 
Although with a partial and faded influence, the politics of digital 
rights responded to emerging puzzles about communicative capital- 
ism, bringing into focus the political economy of piracy and how this 
can serve as a form of resistance to the media industry and big cor- 
porations. Piracy has emerged out of the fundamental conflicts in the 
contemporary information society, which reshaped competition over 
material wealth. From this perspective, pirate parties are political 
manifestations of a systemic phenomenon, with technological devel- 
opment in the free market bringing into opposition the zero-sum 
logic of multinational and finance capitalism, which is catalytic in 
diffusing digital science, and the logic of the 'commons arising from 
universities and other producers of digital science.*? This led to the 
politicisation of issues — access to knowledge, rights to privacy and 
the meaning of freedom and property in the digital public sphere. 
In terms that are more tangible and ongoing, the Radical Left 
has been confronted by a resurgent radical and extreme right, with 
many elements and incarnations of right-wing extremism, which has 
become a key competitor attracting part of the blue-collar working 
class. The increasing importance of working-class constituencies 
raises questions that are most relevant to the Left's identity. A ‘pro- 
letarianisation of radical and extreme right party constituencies 
was reported in the 1990s across various European countries. This 
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process has led to the eventual predominance of working-class votes 
among the far-right social milieu. Without a strong social policy 
offering, which is virtually impossible under conditions of perma- 
nent austerity, welfare chauvinism as a sort of pseudo-socialism has 
certainly worked electorally. According to empirical tests, support for 
the radical right decreases the likelihood of electoral success for RLPs 
significantly. However, RLPs carry some of the blame over the long 
term. Failure in office on various occasions since the 1990s may have 
fed the growth of the extreme right, which could more easily claim 
an 'anti-establishment identity and sell the narrative of a sold-out or 
‘like all the rest’ left. Nevertheless, the crisis-ridden and marginalisa- 
tion processes inscribed in European neoliberalism and globalisation 
have also generated distinct patterns of politics. 


SOLIDARITY AND INTERNATIONALISM 


Changing historical patterns have also translated into evolving 
dynamics of solidarity and expressions of internationalism. The 
struggles of colonialised people across the globe exposed the notion 
of ‘national communism, since national liberation was prioritised 
over socialist revolution as a necessary stage preceding it. Yet, beyond 
mainly the PCI and the forces of the New Left, CPs clung to loyalty to 
an overarching centre focused on the USSR. This demarcated them 
from the 'internationalist revolutionaries’ ‘without a country; of the 
New Left which criticised CPs as ‘social democratic’ and ‘revision- 
ists’ being more oriented towards the militancy and strategy infusing 
the writings of Frantz Fanon on peasant revolutions.’ Still, the USSR 
was the self-proclaimed leader of the international peace movement 
and the most important financier of national liberation struggles 
across the world. The World Peace Council was at the centre of soli- 
darity struggles among the communists during the entire Cold War 
period. For the Soviet leadership, pacifism was condemned, and ‘as 
Third World states emerged and national liberation movements con- 
solidated political ideologies, the concept of just war acquired new 
meaning within anti-imperialist discourse.’ That is why the USSR 
and all the loyal CPs in western Europe took sides in the Arab- 
Israeli wars and supported military intervention in Afghanistan in 
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1979. The Soviet invasion of Afghanistan divided the Eurocommu- 
nist parties, however - the PCI condemned it explicitly, the PCE 
hesitantly and the PCF realigned itself away from the ‘national road’ 
back to the ‘internationalist stance’ of the USSR. In doing so, the PCI 
joined a number of European socialist leaders - Mitterand in France, 
Papadreou in Greece, Soares in Portugal, Gonzales in Spain, Brandt 
in Germany - in the pursuit of a Third Worldism distinct from the 
Soviet one, as well as the backing of Eastern dissent.’ As historian 
Basil Davidson pointedly observed, the Eurocommunists shared with 
the national liberation movements resistance to ‘models imposed 
from outside.^? 

What effectively differentiated the European and global context 
of the 1960s and 1970s from the post-1990 climate is primarily the 
dynamic (and organisational density) of the international peace 
movement. It wasa time that most of the left, including SDPs, rejected 
European integration, either because of entrenched national tradi- 
tions, as in the UK, or because of solidarity with the Third World and 
the EUS free market ideology. But social democracy was divided as 
well, into the ‘right-wing “social democrats’, who supported Atlanti- 
cism, nuclear deterrence and European integration and the ‘left-wing 
“socialists” who rejected them.^* As we saw in Chapter 3, since the 
1980s little remains the same in terms of how the idea of solidarity 
and internationalism are mobilised on the ground, as both the nature 
of wars changes and a unipolar geopolitics emerges. In the 2000s and 
2010s, for the Radical Left there are no models to be imposed from 
outside in situations of war, famine or disaster. In lieu of the pre- 
existing Soviet, former Yugoslavian, Chinese, Vietnamese, Cuban or 
other models, no new ones have arisen and, ironic as this might seem, 
no outside models also means more negative argumentation, rather 
than a positive, concrete contribution to system change abroad. 

On immigration, RLPs are not entirely united in their positions 
either. Since the 1980s, there has been a gradual but steady rise in the 
extreme and radical right, which reached a climax in the 2010s and is 
connected to, although not fully explained by, immigration. On the 
Radical Left, although for activists and intellectuals pro-immigration 
is the natural place, from the perspective of party leaders and govern- 
ment officials the issue is more complex. In most European countries, 
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the Radical Left is the most pro-immigration position there is, with 
all parties declaring vehement opposition to xenophobia, racism and 
Islamophobia, and participating in struggles, demonstrations and 
other pro-immigration initiatives, links to anti-racist forums and 
immigration working groups. At the EU level, the European United 
Left/Nordic Green Left (GUE/NGL) has launched multiple initiatives 
and vigorous criticism of the EU’s immigration policies and espe- 
cially immigrant detention centres and conditions therein. 

Immigration is fundamentally a neutral policy issue from a partisan 
perspective, with the exception of its evident association to the rise of 
the radical right. One can see this in the history of western European 
politics in the 1960s and 1970s, whereby both parties of the Left and 
the Right promoted some of the earliest policies to restrict immigra- 
tion in Europe.” For the communists a much-cited historical case 
of ethnicised representations of social issues is the PCF mayor of 
Vitry-sur-Seine, Paul Mercieca, who just before Christmas 1980 led 
communist members and supporters in preventing 300 immigrants 
from Mali from being rehoused in a hostel in Vitry by disconnecting 
utilities and smashing the interior of the building. This was called a 
‘direct action. A demonstration followed in support of the action in 
which the PCF’s leadership participated.^^ In the April presidential 
elections of 1981, one of the PCF's campaign slogans was ‘Stop immi- 
gration, official and illegal.*” 

The PCF of today is markedly different in its immigration policy, 
and it was an exception even in the 1970s: for example, compared to 
Sweden, where both the CP and the social democrats were pro-immi- 
gration. Yet, the point remains that nationally and locally, RLPs have 
particular incentives to withdraw support for the multicultural ideal 
and restrict immigration. In essence, they face an electoral trade-off 
due to the different economic impacts of immigration on differ- 
ent segments of the electorate upon which the Left relies. Distinct 
policies entail costs and benefits for different income categories of the 
population. Native low-skilled workers lose the most from integrated 
markets with free movement between them, and given their reliance 
on publicly subsidised welfare provisions a competitive imaginary 
against immigrants can be created for jobs, public resources and 
space. The Left also seeks to ‘catch’ high-skilled workers and profes- 
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sionals, who typically have less apprehension of immigrants because 
they are on the ‘winning side’ of neoliberal globalisation. The radical 
right has largely cultivated and capitalised on anti-immigrant senti- 
ments among blue-collar workers, and statistical analysis has shown 
that RLP opposition parties have repositioned themselves on the 
immigration issue by way of contagion from the anti-immigration 
forces on the radical and extreme right? RLPs in government - the 
ongoing government in Spain, the SYRIZA government or German 
regional governments in coalitions with Die Linke - have behaved in 
similar ways: immigration from third countries has to be limited and 
regulated. Deportations by the Left have already occurred plenty of 
times. 

Given the above-mentioned electoral dilemmas and national his- 
torical traditions, frictions arise on the issue. The most discussed case 
is Sahra Wagenknechts Aufstehen (Get Up) movement, her various 
interventions for stricter immigration and asylum controls and laws, 
and the internal conflict inside the German Die Linke which led to 
her resignation from the partys parliamentary group leadership. 
Concerns were expressed that the German left-wing support for the 
‘open border’ position, in addition to recognising the right to asylum, 
was pushing voters away from the party. Unchecked immigration, 
the narrative goes, increases pressure on Germans seeking work 
and domestic social systems, benefiting the (then newly emerging 
German) far-right Alternative for Germany (AfD). Wagenkne- 
cht’s strategy was to try ‘to beat the AfD in its own game, suggesting 
that the Left has been too consumed with political correctness and 
identity politics, and should instead refuse to abandon its core base 
support by not acknowledging their grievances as legitimate.^? 

For Wagenknecht, advocating for open borders is ‘the opposite of 
what is left-wing because it encourages exploitation, threatens com- 
munity, and undermines popular sovereignty.” In German social 
democracy, a historical position has been that the rise of Nazism 
rested upon the impoverishment of the masses which migration 
can catalyse. This has remained entrenched as the initial and over- 
arching interpretation of the German social democratic approach 
to ‘uncontrolled immigration. Oscar Lafontaine, once very distinct 
from Wagenknecht, is a social democratic politician involved in the 
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Radical Left since the 1990s, who has systematically expressed hostile 
positions towards the prospect of immigrants coming to Germany, 
including, as he had argued during the period of German unification 
in 1989, East German immigrants.” The electoralist, constituency- 
argued logic of politicians like Lafontaine has a historical lineage, 
although more recently scepticism or straight out anti-immigration 
by the centre-left and RLPs has been turned into an electoral weapon 
in opposition to a forceful extreme right and political polarisation 
over the issue during the post-2008 crisis. 

Another important example of strict immigration positions comes 
from the Netherlands where, in the run-up to the 2019 European elec- 
tions, the Socialist Party (SP) adopted a more ‘harsh’ line on asylum 
and immigration issues. This is partly because, since the 1980s, this 
party has traditionally emphasised native Dutch workers. The SP's 
outlook was derived from its origins as a Stalinist-Maoist party which 
followed the ‘theory of socialism in one country’ and Mao’s ‘mass line. 
These respectively meant adopting the view that socialism could and 
should be built within the national state and addressing conservative 
constituencies with racist outlooks and grievances against immi- 
grants.© In both Die Linke and the SP, the line in many ways signals 
old standpoints that remained present throughout. The Swedish Van- 
sterpartiet and Danish Socialist People's Party also witnessed internal 
debates or dissent over the issue. Events in the 2010s led to intensi- 
fied politics over immigration-related issues, more discussions that 
are open and more visible disagreements. Divisions emerged over 
party behaviour towards immigrant communities, candidate selec- 
tion in parliamentary elections or leadership statements.” 

Historically, there has been division inside the Left between a form 
of socialist cosmopolitanism whereby ‘workingmen have no country’ 
and the assumption that the working class is a patriotic and authen- 
tic force of the nation.^ The modern transliteration of this tension 
is between internationalist solidarity with all oppressed communi- 
ties and pragmatic concern about existing pressures on the wages 
and social security of national constituencies - primarily, the white 
working class. Given marginal or non-existing overlap between the 
radical milieus of the two poles of the spectrum, it is the endurance 
of dividing lines standing out, not contagion from the radical right.^ 
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The lines of division between more and less progressive, or more or 
less restrictive, policies towards immigration have been diachronic. 
Currently, we can broadly distinguish between parties with less restric- 
tive policies towards immigration, such as the Left Bloc, SYRIZA and 
Vänsterpartiet, and more restrictive policies, such as the Dutch SP, or 
Jan Luc Mélenchons France Insoumise and (for some time) Jeremy 
Corbyn, who do not endorse in principle free movement within the 
EU. We can observe disagreement among RLPs as manifested in roll 
call votes among members of their group inside the European Par- 
liament (EP). On solidarity, the partisan trajectory is positionally 
variegated and on average different from the movements of the Long 
'68 to today. It is through activism primarily, and not institutional 
politics, that open borders are being promoted on the Radical Left in 
terms of political work. A significant part of this activism is through 
the youth, syndicalist, women’s and other organisations that operate 
through parties, like in the KKE and the extra-parliamentary Left in 
Greece, Podemos and IU in Spain, the Labour Party in the UK or the 
Scandinavian radical and labour parties. Nevertheless, a dissonance 
remains between the internationalism of pure and uncompromised 
solidarity and the pragmatics of leadership, governance and electoral 
opportunism. 


INTERNATIONALISM AND EUROPEAN INTEGRATION 


European integration is a key part of the Radical Left’s story post- 
1991, affecting its internationalist prisms. How so becomes clear only 
when compared with the Cold World period, because the accelera- 
tion of integration in a neoliberal direction roughly coincides with 
the events of 1989-91. In the 1970s, the Eurocommunists aside, all 
other parties stood against European integration per se by reject- 
ing the Common Market and in most cases any form of association 
agreement between their own country and the EEC.® CPs were con- 
cerned that the EEC institutions would consolidate the USA's control 
over western Europe and play a reactionary role in the Cold War 
context. The idea of European integration came to the forefront of 
European politics as a means to reaccelerate economic growth in 
Europe, as well as a response to the strategy of the USSR that con- 
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tested the interests of the USA. Since, in many cases, an anti-EEC 
platform also accrued electoral benefits, a policy of what would 
today be called full-blown Euroscepticism went easily uncontested 
in various countries. The EU was equalised with NATO, in both 
analysis and slogan. It was conceived as the regional, political arm 
of Western imperialism, behind its pro-peace and cooperation dis- 
course; an economic project of capitalist accumulation with internal 
contradictions among competing hegemonic states, trumping labour 
rights and creating obstacles to socialism expanding westwards. Divi- 
sions on European integration had already emerged among CPs in 
the 1950s and 1960s, and in the 1970s they were particularly impor- 
tant because of Eurocommunism. 

The PCI, PCE and the Greek KKE Interior in particular approached 
the question of European integration differently from the orthodox 
view. It is in this political strain, starting in the aftermath of the 
first New Left, that a ‘soft’ Euroscepticism emerged, which did not 
oppose an altogether different process of integration, and was willing 
to engage with liberal, intergovernmental and transnational insti- 
tutions. Its purpose was not to overturn European integration, but 
rather to democratise its politics and institutions, in the same way 
as it sought to democratise national institutions. If in the Long '68 
something important happened on the communist left in relation 
to the EU, it was a convergence on the necessity to be represented 
within EU institutions. With democracy as a key signifier, CPs could 
not easily refuse representation in the institution that commands 
parliamentary control over the executive at the EEC level. The first 
concrete steps to establish relations with the EEC were taken in 1963 
by the PCI-controlled Confederazione Generale Italiano dei Lavora- 
tori. By 1971, leading Central Committee members of the PCF issued 
a positive view of participation in the EP, stating that the commu- 
nist-socialist coalition programme would include ‘participation’ in 
‘European institutions’ more broadly. 

The Communists and Allies Group in the EP was established in 
1973 and initially had two members - the CPs of Italy and France. 
The group was subsequently joined by the KKE, PCP and PCE in 
the 1980s. It lacked a coherent group policy and there was no agreed 
outline towards institutional change in the community, including 
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the questions of direct elections and the EP budgetary powers; the 
control of multinational corporations and any checks and balances 
to constrain them; or matters directly emerging from détente and its 
instrumentalisation between the USA and the USSR.”* The European 
policies of communists diverged over support or rejection of the 
internationalisation of the productive (capitalist) forces, and their 
broader relations with the USSR were at odds to an extent.” 

The transformation of the PCI into an SDP after its 1990 congress 
and its official departure from the European United Left group inside 
the EP was catalytic in this sense because it led to the groups collapse 
and redrew lines of division. In this conjuncture, a key moment was 
the Treaty of Maastricht, ratified in 1992 and introducing, among 
other things, the criteria necessary for the European Monetary Union 
(EMU) to be realised. The anti-Maastricht platform which character- 
ised the vast majority of European RLPs contributed to the creation 
of GUE/NGL and thus fed into launching the most sustained trans- 
national political group of the Radical Left so far. From Maastricht a 
four-part criticism of the EU's socio-economic terrain emerged: 


i. Against the restrictions on national budgetary autonomy as 
foreseen in the EMU’s convergence criteria and the Stability 
and Growth Pact, and in turn associated with cuts in public and 
welfare spending. 

2. Support fora ‘social Europe, where articulate and generous welfare 
is institutionalised and employment is prioritised. 

3. Thelack of democratic accountability in relation to the European 
Central Bank. 

4. Popular sovereignty through the EP. 


Maastricht signalled a ‘new’ type of critique by the European 
Radical Left, expressed extensively and more cohesively across 
parties of the democratic socialist type, as well as movements in the 
European sections of the GJM. Maastricht was a key moment in a 
quadruple sense. It was a watershed in terms of what seeking radical 
change within the EU meant; it consolidated reformism towards 
the EU via soft Euroscepticism; it helped produce some unity and 
consolidate the networking capable of formulating a collective criti- 
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cism of the EU (as an evolved entity); and it subsequently mounted 
opposition against the Treaties of Amsterdam and Nice. Launching 
opposition to Maastricht also meant the re-emergence of national 
sovereignty as a key theme; this was raised first as a red flag by the 
French communists more than 30 years before.” 

At the same time, the evolving relationship between the national 
and European arenas in radical left politics, which we examined in 
Chapter 3 in relation to social movements, plays out even more clearly 
in parties. A sign of historical change has, since the 1990s, been the 
transnationalisation of radical left politics at the European level. A 
number of organisations have been formed alongside GUE/NGL. The 
establishment of the European Left Party (ELP, 2004), the European 
Anti-Capitalist Left (EACL, 2004), the Northern Green Left Alliance 
(2004), the Initiative of Communist and Workers Parties (INITIA- 
TIVE, 2013) and Democracy in Europe 2025 (DiEM25) all came in 
the context of realising that regional politics mattered. 

The foundation of the EACL may have responded to the ELP’s 
foundation, yet its activity is not as important compared to the Fourth 
International meetings.” Like the orthodox communist and workers’ 
parties, these are more purely internationalist./ The ELP, on the other 
hand, is the Europeanist left, funded largely by the EU. This shows 
that Europe as a centre of gravity for the international affiliations of 
RLPs is itself contested, at least between anti-capitalist and demo- 
cratic socialists. Aiming to reform the EU from within, most forces 
within the ELP have become increasingly open to broader progres- 
sive alliances. These include, although are not limited to, the social 
democrats. This has been the line of parties such as Rifondazione and 
the IU in the late 1990s and early 2000s, which, for example, engaged 
with the campaign initiatives of Ken Coates, a New Left veteran and 
Labour Party MEP from 1989 to 1998 until his expulsion, and then 
an independent member of GUE/NGL from 1998 to 1999.7 

SYRIZAs U-turn in 2015 concerning the Greek bailout was 
a critical moment. After the No result in the July referendum on 
whether to accept the offer of Greeces creditors for a bailout, the 
party sidestepped the result and complied. Some parties left the ELP 
and founded Now the People, associated with Plan B, for structurally 
reforming the EU treaties, while warning that if EU elites refuse con- 
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cessions then disobedience (that is, exit) would be the only option. 
The Northern Green Left Alliance is an association within the Nordic 
Council. Some of its parties are also part of NGL inside the EP, which 
was created during Europes 'Scandinavian engagement"? Others 
have joined the Greens. INITIATIVE is largely carried by the KKE 
in Greece, which organises meetings among some 28 parties, mostly 
without parliamentary representation, and views the EU as ‘an impe- 
rialist core. 

Ata peak of fragmented transnationalisation today, there are at least 
five different organisations with European-level coordination outside 
the EP. Within these five groups there are parties and MEPs who have 
left the GUE/NGL (such as the KKE); and all of them exclude left- 
wing forces belonging to the Greens or to the social democrats. At 
the same time, parties such as Podemos, SYRIZA and DiEM25 are 
connected with some SDPs or GPs, their delegates participating in 
initiatives under the framework of organisations such as Friedrich 
Ebert Stiftung, the think tank of the SPD, or other social liberal 
entities. Left-wing Euroscepticism is deeply divided in its political 
expressions and institutionalised at the European level in multiple 
bodies, hindering the potential of establishing an EU-wide, counter- 
hegemonic, historical bloc (in Gramscian terms). 

The regionalisation of a radical left politics has been a gradual 
process facilitated by transnational linkages between parties and 
accelerated by the crisis, and it coincides with an ideologico-polit- 
ical paradigm shift. In the terms of Fritz Scharpf, the Radical Left 
has shifted from predominantly a critique of ‘negative integration, 
for example, the elimination of custom and trade barriers, towards 
‘positive integration, which is concerned with the EU’s regulatory 
powers and its potential to intervene in the capitalist economy.” 
At present, the predominant position on the European Radical Left 
echoes the argument articulated within critical political economy 
that neoliberal dominance within the EU is relative, contested and 
explained by the political weakness of European social democ- 
racy from Maastricht onwards.*° It is thus potentially temporary 
and worth fighting for under a social democratic programme. The 
Keynesian paradigm updated to fit the current stage of European 
integration appears to be necessary and sufficient. As a result of this 
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and a number of other political convictions, among the most elec- 
torally successful RLPs a soft Euroscepticism has taken centre stage. 
Although it does suggest far-reaching reforms in all aspects of EU 
policymaking, it no longer contradicts the spirit of further European 
integration based on the free market and pooled sovereignty. This 
broader shift to a softer Euroscepticism materialised for RLPs in the 
1990s and 2000s.?' 

By the 2010s, a policy repertoire developed that had been shaped 
within distinct parties during the 1990s - the French, Italian, 
Spanish, Portuguese and some of the Scandinavian Radical Left. It 
arose partly in the context of the European sections of the GJM, and 
the relevant campaigns of the time had attracted the majority of elec- 
torally relevant parties at the transnational level. The predominant 
democratic socialist proposals among RLPs on the EU are reflected 
in the policy positions ofthe ELP and DiEM25, which have an overall 
orientation of moderating the excesses of the market via intervention 
from the state, while at the same time rebuilding a ‘Social Europe" 
This general policy orientation in what concerns the economy comes 
with a democratic redesign of the EU's architecture, constraints on 
the financial sector, state-centred environmentalism and more gener- 
ally a progressive (equally if not more than the social democrats and 
the Greens) attitude towards ‘new politics issues. Most of the key pro- 
grammatic positions are addressed in Table 6.3. All of these policies 
in essence reflect a general conviction that the EU must be a regula- 
tory state, in line with positive views of European integration. 

During the immediate aftermath of the eurozone crisis, many 
argued that to beat austerity Greece or any other country must break 
free from the euro. This was the broad policy content symbolised in 
the term ‘rupture, which echoed across southern Europe. SYRIZA 
and many others, however, have insisted on fighting austerity from 
within the eurozone, thus rejecting the option of exit. Some of its 
initially prominent party-associated intellectuals, such as Costas 
Lapavitsas, forcefully defended exit during the bailout negotiations 
of 2015. In this way, ceding sovereignty, abolishing national curren- 
cies or accepting EU law and regulations as supreme prevent a real 
break with austerity and neoliberalism. In fact, authors like Lapavit- 
sas - an MP only for six months in 2015 - argue that eurozone and 
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EU membership eliminates the possibility of initiating socially trans- 
formative policy measures.? Others go one step further, arguing that 
exiting the EU 'also represents a form of internationalism: if the EU is 
the common enemy of the subaltern classes in Europe, the only way 
to actually fight is by means of a series of exits. ^ 

Serious threats ofan exit have not really been launched by European 
RLPs, and although sovereignist factions have been strengthened 
across the board, the crisis has not really increased Euroscepticism 


Table 6.3 Main policy positions of the ELP and DiEM25 by domain (2019) 


Policy domain Policy position 
ELP DiEM 25 
Economy No to Lisbon Treaty (no constitu- No to Lisbon Treaty (no constitutionali- 
and tionalisation of neoliberal order) sation of neoliberal order) 
finance New pact on growth, full employ- An investment-left recovery and con- 
ment and social and environmental vergence programme 
protection to replace Stability and Break up ‘too-big-to-fail’ banks 
Growth Pact European Clearing Union for exchange 
Debt redemption for poorest coun- rates (Keynesian inspired) 
tries and reformulation of World Universal dividend 
Bank/IMF Structural Adjustment Pan-European Coordination, to max- 
Programmes imise outcomes across euro and non- 
Opposition to the Transatlantic euro countries. 
Trade and Investment Partnership Tax on financial transactions 
and the USA-EU free market Opposition to the Transatlantic Trade 
Tax on financial transactions and Investment Partnership and the 
USA-EU free market 
Social EU minimum wage/pension An Emergency Social Solidarity Pro- 
and Environ- Free universal, public healthcare gram (housing, anti-poverty, jobs 
mental Policy More investment on alternative guarantee) 
energy sources EU minimum wage/pension 
Decrease emissions by 30- 40 per Free, universal, public healthcare 
cent until 2020 More investment in alternative energy 
In support/developing Charter of sources (and Green agency) 
Fundamental Rights Progressive CO, tax based on the level of 


a country's development and emissions. 


Foreign Policy | Ending EU military engagement A foreign policy where non-Europeans 


abroad are ‘ends in themselves’ 
Dissolution of NATO and replace- Opposition to the EU's anti-terrorism 
ment with a new International Coop- policy 
erative Security System Independence from NATO/anti-NATO 
Opposition to the EU’s anti-terror- 
ism policy 


Replacement of defence agency with 
disarmament agency 
Reform of UN 
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Policy domain Policy position 
ELP DiEM 25 
Agricultural Reform Common Agricultural Reform Common Agricultural Policy in 
Policy Policy in an anti-neoliberaldirec- an anti-neoliberal direction; transform 


tion; transform European industrial, European industrial, agricultural and 
agricultural and land-use policy to be land-use policy to be environmentally 


environmentally friendly friendly 
EU Institutions Referenda on landmark EU decisions Popular control over all sovereign 
Popular control over EU institutions authority 
EP to gain legislative initiative Democratise macroeconomic 
PR electoral system in Euroelections management 


Full transparency (including EU 
Council, Economic and Financial Af- 
fairs Council, European Central Bank 

and Eurogroup meetings to be live 
streamed) 
Constitutional Assembly (within two 
years) 
Against EU- Turkey migration deal - 
raising the issue at the European Court 
of Justice 


Source: Adapted from Richard Dunhpy and Luke March, The European Left Party (Manchester: 
Manchester University Press, 2020), pp. 216-20; European Left Party, Political Document - Reset 
Europe, Go Left, 2019, www.european-left.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/Political-Document- 
Final-version-EL-Congress-2019.pdf, DiEM, European New Deal, 2019, https://diem25.org/wp- 
content/uploads/2017/03/European-New-Deal-Complete-Policy-Paper.pdf; DiEM25, The European 
Union Will Be Democratised, Or It Will Disintegrate, 2019, https://diem25.org/wp-content/ 
uploads/2016/02/diem25 english. long.pdf, DiEM25, The Green New Deal for Europe, 2019, https:// 
diem25.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/diem25. english, long.pdf. 


beyond mostly confirming the already Eurorejectionist views of 
orthodox CPs.5 The year 2015 saw a break among Eurocritical 
forces, with some actors reasonably feeling the need to differentiate 
themselves from SYRIZAS ‘capitulation’ to the austerity demands 
of Greece's bailout creditors. Yet the majority position is far from 
advocating an exit. If eurozone exit was discursively on the table in 
the early 2010s, and various RLP bureaus across Europe were looking 
into it as an option and weighing the costs and benefits, it was left 
deep inside the drawers of the rest of that decade. For SYRIZA itself, 
eurozone exit was never officially a defended political option to 
begin with. 

During the Brexit years, leaving the EU was a minority position 
in the UK within the space from Labour to its left. The predomi- 
nant position argued that none of the problems faced, including 
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economic recession, climate change and military conflict, can be 
resolved on a national basis. Rather, only by creating concrete links 
across European and international borders can they be addressed. 
The minority position posited that Britains future depended much 
more on the domestic economic policies of future governments and 
much less on the result of the battle between Brexit and Remain. The 
minority position was that many aspects of the Labour manifesto 
under Jeremy Corbyn - such as the renationalisation of public utili- 
ties, state support for companies or the adoption of capital controls 
- would be constrained under EU law. Almost certainly they would 
have been challenged by the European Commission and European 
Court of Justice, according to the defenders of nationally based 
socialist politics." The Left Party in Sweden shifted its long-stand- 
ing pledge for Swedish exit from the EU and did not campaign for 
‘Swexit’ in the double election of May 2019. In the same European 
elections in Denmark, one seat went from the hard Eurosceptic 
Danish Peoples Party to the Red-Green alliance, a softer critic of the 
EU. These results are not to be perceived as surprising; as concerns 
the euro, there are also precedents in the opposite direction of criticis- 
ing it: in the 1990s, RLPs in Italy, France and Finland contributed to 
the introduction of the European single currency as junior partners 
in centre-left governments.?* In 1992, the Coalition of the Left and 
Progress, the predecessor of and main party inside SYRIZA, had 
voted in favour of Maastricht in the Greek parliament. 

Reclaiming sovereignty by advocating exit from the eurozone and 
the EU is projected by those in favour as necessary for meaningful 
statist regulation ofthe economy. On the other hand, left sovereignism 
creates fear that extreme forces will benefit from a resolute Euroscep- 
ticism in public opinion. Especially in the event of a series of exits, 
and more broadly a disintegration process set in motion by Brexit or 
otherwise, the majority of parties within the Radical Left may worry 
about an extremist backlash with consequences not worth risking. 


RETROSPECTIVE 


How have the ideas and programmatic positions of European RLPs 
developed since the Long '68? Discontinuity has manifested itself 
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above all in the dialectics internal to the radical left space. The pre- 
vailing identity on the European Radical Left evolves because the 
relative position of this political family's historical currents, tenden- 
cies or traditions changes. Over the long term, change is significant. 
Between the 1960s and today, social democracy exited the radical 
party space and in the 2010s showed some signs of repositioning, 
most notably in the Labour Party under Jeremy Corbyn, the Scottish 
National Party's centre-left turn under the leadership of Nicola 
Sturgeon and the Portuguese Socialist-Radical left coalition. Trot- 
skyism remains fragmented and important in France and (less so) in 
the UK and Ireland. Stalinism almost died out, and only survives in 
minuscule forces in Europe outside of parliament, beyond only the 
KKES explicit defence of Stalin. Maoism has no distinguishing con- 
temporary theory, and communism is no more than a unifying claim 
to a past identity. Red-Green alliances, still the stronger in Scandi- 
navia and northern Europe, have effectively expanded southwards, 
in an analogous way to the environmental, feminist and anti-nuclear 
movements. 

Democratic socialism now claims the vanguard role of this party 
family, and it becomes what social democracy more or less was, 
rallying behind it both reformists and anti-capitalists. Whether 
social democracy is called radical today or not - which depends on 
the country concerned - does not change its underlying paradigm of 
state intervention in the economy, guided by demand-driven macro- 
economics and the political initiative and pragmatism required to do 
this. Taking everything together, a Eurocommunist heritage, and a 
reradicalised social democracy, runs through the veins of most con- 
temporary RLPs. It is the counterpart or rather reflection of social 
movements' anti-neoliberalism, while also incarnated in the softer 
versions of Euroscepticism predominant today. 

RLP adaptation and change in the ideational and programmatic 
realms appear in historical retrospect as both necessarily familiar 
and novel or particular. Here we must once again emphasise that the 
events of 1989-91 created shockwaves, leading to massive change 
on the Left. Those events changed the global balance of power and 
shook up the Left in all of its manifestations, putting it on the defen- 
sive. Nonetheless, for multiple processes of morphological change in 
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tune with the very compositional patterns of this family, the starting 
point was the Long '68 (its cultural, social and political manifesta- 
tions) and the precedent dynamic generated in the 1950s. What 
prevailed in the 1950s and 1960s was radical dissent from Stalin- 
ism and communist orthodoxy. It morphed into Eurocommunism 
(where the social democratic space was available) or left libertari- 
anism, where the post-materialist/identity cleavages were mature 
enough to be turned into politics. A long, historical process is at play 
that incorporates the effects of the USSR's end as the most critical 
moment, although it cannot be reduced to it. It was then that dem- 
ocratic socialism started climbing up the ideological ladder. Dissent 
from the Soviet model circulated widely, reformism and Keynesian 
democratic politics became increasingly consolidated and environ- 
mentalism turned into a mass although decentralised movement, 
which subsequently entered institutional politics. 

Finally, changing party systems brings into focus issues that were 
not treated as significant by the Left or were not previously incor- 
porated into Marxist and critical analysis, at least by parties. The 
electoral incentive to do so arises in the context of 'new' competitors 
or neighbours in the form of both movements and parties - whether 
the left libertarians and the Greens of the 1980s, the pirate parties in 
the 2000s or the extreme right, particularly in the 2010s. In embod- 
ying new social divides, new competitors make it necessary to craft 
new strategies that previously were not urgently articulated. Each 
time, this means the RLP is judged anew based on more (and inter- 
secting) issue dimensions than the labour-capital dichotomy. 
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Continuities and Changes 
in Radical Left Party Rhetoric 


INTRODUCTION 


To articulate resistance and fuel mobilisation a political vocabulary 
is employed within a broader public sphere of diverse, more or less 
predominant discourses. This chapter inspects how RLPs have been 
framing their electoral and political mobilisation since the 1960s 
and during each episode of the New Left examined in the book. The 
chapter starts by considering the names and labels of CPs and RLPs, 
their ways of addressing allies or competitors and the key rhetorical 
signifiers of their identity. Ideological aspects of their operation such 
as their (de)legitimising impact on the wider political system can be 
fruitfully addressed in terms of party verbal behaviour." 

Bearing in mind that the Radical Left has been increasingly under- 
stood as populist, and that this is a relatively new strategy or novel 
perspective, our subsequent goal is to revisit the question of populist 
schemata as political language, continuing from the twofold premise 
of the analysis in Chapter 4: left populism as a diachronic and con- 
tested discursive strategy. In the third section we turn to the nexus 
between socialism and nationalism. In the movements, this becomes 
clear through the prism of Third Worldism and regional sentiment, 
blended with anti-capitalist or progressive ideologies. In display- 
ing how the European Radical Left interplays within nationalist and 
patriotic framings in different historical eras and political settings, 
we approach nationhood as a schema of framing various types of 
grievances. The aim is to resist dichotomous and thus very rough 
understandings of the relationship in question - a nationalist versus 
a non- or anti-nationalist Radical Left. 
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ELECTIONEERING, RADICALISM AND PRAGMATISM 


Above all, in framing their identity the majority and the most 
successful parties to the left of social democracy today define and 
label themselves as ‘Radical Left’ or simply ‘Left: How has such an 
all-encompassing definition of ‘left radicalism’ come about and what 
preceded it? 

Since Lenin and during the whole Cold War period, three doctrines 
defined the official communist ideology: the ‘dictatorship of the pro- 
letariat; which marked how socialist society is organised, identifying 
the transitory political system to communism; proletarian interna- 
tionalism, briefly discussed in Chapter 3; and ‘democratic centralism;, 
examined in Chapter 8, which defines how CPs would organise and 
mobilise. There were also many other circulating signifiers of western 
European communist language - ‘advanced democracy, ‘bourgeois 
democracy, ‘socialism and ‘socialist democracy, ‘new type of state; 
‘undivided popular sovereignty, ‘revolution, ‘proletariat’ ‘struggle’ 
‘masses, ‘the guiding party’ and ‘against the rule of the bourgeoisie’ 
Many of these were slightly modified versions of Slavic expressions 
found in the communist lexicon in Russia and eastern Europe. Com- 
munist discourse centred around the party, the working class and 
the masses (or ‘the people’), against ‘imperialists’ and “warmongers, 
‘tyranny and ‘fascism, ‘revisionism and ‘reactionary social democ- 
racy.” Words like ‘the people and ‘popular signified both labour and 
the nation as a whole. In language more than in actual experience, 
the communists’ enemies were both of the other lefts — the social 
democrats and ultra-left — and the capitalists. This said, the Marxist 
vocabulary of self-labels, schemas and teleological convictions was 
shared by the SDPs well after World War II. While, in many cases, 
the social democrats were clearly anti-communist, some of the main 
social democratic agents in western Europe - the British Labour 
Party, the German SDP and the French Section of the Workers Inter- 
national - still appealed to socialist notions and persuasions, despite 
internal pulls and pushes. 

‘Revisionism’ was always meant to signal a break with the ‘truth of 
Marxist ‘scientific socialism’ and Bolshevik orthodoxy. The original 
debate on revisionism took place in the 1890s, largely in response 
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to Eduard Bernstein's social democratic formulations as opposed to 
the revolutionary current in the European labour movement. By the 
1940s and 1950s, revisionism was used to defend a Soviet and Stalin- 
ist orthodoxy from critics who advocated a more independent and 
even, at times, revolutionary path. Titos Yugoslavia was condemned 
as revisionist after 1948 when it broke its Soviet ties, and during 
the Sino-Soviet split from the late 1950s each side condemned the 
other as revisionist. Eastern European militants who voiced the 
need for a more humanistic socialism, as in Hungary in the 1950s 
or Czechoslovakia in the 1960s, were also ‘revisionists. During the 
1970s, Eurocommunists had been condemned as revisionist by 
orthodox parties. At the same time, student movements and dissi- 
dents from communist and socialist parties attacked the revisionism 
and ‘bureaucratic centralism’ of the Old Left - notably, the PCI and 
Socialist Party in Italy, the KKE in Greece and the PCF in France. 
Trotskyist critiques of ‘deformed workers’ states, or ‘state capitalism; 
a concept by the historic British Trotskyist leader Tony Cliff, signi- 
fied the worse kind of revisionism: that at state level. Accordingly, the 
relationship between the state and workers was the equivalent to that 
between private employer interests and workers in the West. 
Revisionism has been a key signifier of the Left's doctrinal history, 
and its absence today indicates the gradual fading away of doctrine 
itself in this space. But the 1950s revisionism was different from that 
of the late nineteenth century. In the debates of the 1890s revisionism 
was a right-wing deviation from communism, with different views 
on issues like the prospects of capitalism, the debate on gradualism 
versus revolution and the merits of bourgeois democracy. In contrast, 
revisionism was intrinsically connected to dissent from Stalinism 
from the 1950s and those labelled as revisionists were often more 
radical (or to the left) than the defenders of orthodox communism.’ 
Accordingly, radical revolutionaries with strong credentials, utopians 
and libertarian Marxists and anti-fascist violent groups, were all ‘revi- 
sionists and at the same time 'ultra-left' and even ‘extreme. By way 
of a historical twist, the ‘two extremes’ thesis that has been used fer- 
vently against the left during the post-2008 crisis period, and has also 
developed into a strain of academic arguments, was utilised by the 
communist leaders in the late 1970s. It identified the student radicals 
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as equally dangerous to the fascists in order to maintain a distance 
between their own ranks and the radicalised left youth, who were 
often organised in violent groups. 

Another fashionable concept in the 19605, illustrating the need to 
navigate between protest and legitimacy, between revolutionary cre- 
dentials and war of position, was that of ‘structural reforms, a term 
often used to distinguish between the ‘true’ Left and the revision- 
ists. These were not merely reforms but 'structural reforms; meaning 
that they were meant to be deeper and implemented with a horizon 
for socialist transformation, unlike the attempts of social democratic 
rivals at reforming capitalism. They were nonetheless 'reforms' and 
thus non-insurrectionist or agitative in direction. The concept was 
used by CPs in western Europe in opposition to social democracy, 
and seen as aiming to sustain capitalist structures rather than eventu- 
ally overthrow them. Eurocommunists referred to structural reforms 
to signify economic policy change combined with political democ- 
ratisation. Within the revolutionary Left, the term was used mostly 
with the addition of the prefix 'anti-capitalist; but was also contested 
as it came up against more difficult criteria and could persuade 
only if it directly challenged the capitalist base: the means of pro- 
duction. In an important article defending the position of ‘workers 
control’ during a time when it was ‘on the order of the day’ among the 
European anti-capitalist left, Belgian Trotskyist leader Ernest Mandel 
argued that ‘workers’ control is ... an anti-capitalist structural reform 
par excellance. He went on to illustrate the ease with which accu- 
sations of reformism were launched: ‘At this point, we can dismiss 
an objection raised by sectarian "purists": ^Calling for anti-capitalist 
structural reforms makes you a reformist; they tell us. "Doesn't your 
demand contain the word ‘reform’?”?* 

Communist rhetorical identity was underpinned by a revolution- 
ary spirit, carrying forward as a discursive culture expressed in the 
parties journals and newspapers, the writings and letters of party 
leaders, and the symbolisms of party culture. Political reality was rit- 
ualised through youth festivals, local-level commemorations, tributes 
to past party leaders, the glorifying of past heroes and institution- 
alised cultural creation via the party and its ancillary structures. 
Communist discourse and cultural performance suggested anti-capi- 
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talism and offered a background ideology which sustained coherence 
in the face of tactical compromise, political defeat or alliance-driven 
communication by the leadership. In reality, most communist and 
workers parties in western Europe talked in revolutionary terms, 
used Leninist language and communicated an insurrectionary vision 
but played fully by the rules of parliamentarism and capitalism. In 
Italy, this was often referred to as a policy of doppiezza (duplicity), 
as expressed in the PCTs slogan of the 1970s, di lotta e di governo (‘a 
party of government and a party of struggle). Duplicity of identity 
played into the evolution of party rhetoric. In most places, leader- 
ship rhetoric strived to navigate the tensions between two functions: 
being anti-system parties and voicing intense, dramatic, overplayed, 
confrontational and revolutionary language; while also being an 
opposition loyal to the regime, 'responsible' towards the nation state, 
and thereby opposed to any kind of revolutionary and spontaneous 
agitation. 

To understand the balancing acts of communists in terms of doing 
and saying things, one has to factor in the socio-political environment 
in the West during the Cold War. It was intensely anti-communist, 
with anti-communism conceived as 'the rejection, exposure or sup- 
pression of communist manifestations? Anti-communist hysteria 
- the ‘red scares’ facilitated by the media, capital and the state, and 
opposition to communism as a foreign intervention, as a challenge 
to the catholic faith and as an agent of modernity and thus an enemy 
of tradition, culture and custom - used confrontational language and 
could often put the Left on the defensive. From the 1950s, a litera- 
ture was also developing that would soon morph into the 'totalitarian 
approach of Soviet politics, which has been gradually mainstreamed 
in the social sciences and especially political science. According to 
the totalitarian approach, communist ideology is habitually under- 
stood as bearing certain qualities - impersonal address, repetition, 
limited informational value, tautology - so as to better enforce 
authoritarianism through rhetorically manipulating the audience." 

As Soviet statehood became cast as totalitarian, the social trans- 
formations that CPs aspired to were delegitimised, and terms such as 
the ‘dictatorship of the proletariat’ came to be challenged, rethought 
or abandoned. The concept had been rendered less relevant in 1961, 
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when the Soviet communists declared that the phase of the ‘dic- 
tatorship of the proletariat’ had ended. This was soon followed by 
the dropping of the concept by western European communists: the 
Finnish Communist Party dropped it first in 1961, then Italy and 
France; Eurocommunism was espoused, among other things, by 
dropping the dictatorship of the proletariat.* Today, very few parties 
sustain the term, again, with the exception of the Greek commu- 
nists. What remains today is the struggle of hegemony. It goes back 
to Gramsci' refashioning of the Leninist ‘dictatorship of the proletar- 
iat' into the 'hegemony of the working class; but it no longer identifies 
a transitory state (dictatorship of the proletariat) or the forces of gov- 
ernment therein (proletariat or working class). Having ‘proletarian 
dictatorship as a concept of teleology reflected a Leninist heritage, 
which subsequently came to be revised, contested or dismissed. How 
could it not, given the shifting class composition of Western soci- 
eties, Third World ‘dictatorships of the proletariat’ turned violent, 
global protest diversified beyond labour conflicts and human rights 
discourse? 

In the 19605 all the forces associated with the New Left in Europe, 
including Trotskyists, Maoists, violent groups, Guevarists and anar- 
chists, as mentioned in Chapter 6, were cast as an ‘ultra-left’ and 
other nationally based variations. The term was used pejoratively by 
Marxists for groups and parties advocating revolutionary or violent 
strategies that were considered to overestimate political conscious- 
ness within society or underestimate the long-term consequences 
of what they were proposing.? ‘Left-wing radicalism also described 
these same groups as left-wing deviations from the Marxist-Leninist 
‘general line. On the right, deviations were expressed by ‘revisionism, 
‘opportunism, ‘social democratism' or 'reconciliationism, terms that 
were frenetically deployed.'? 

In Left- Wing Radicalism: An Infantile Disorder, Lenin had argued 
that ‘extreme revolutionarism’ had a class character, and lacked in 
endurance, organisability and discipline. By the 1970s this discourse 
would be slightly differentiated depending on the country. In Italy, 
instead of ‘left-wing radicalism’ one often spoke of the 'ultra-left 
and of ‘left-wing extremism, while in France ‘left-wing radicalism, 
‘left-wing extremism’ and ‘gauchism’ were seen as ‘synonyms."* In 
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all countries, a petit bourgeois consciousness was identified in these 
non-communist spaces and blamed for the deviations. Commu- 
nist critiques of left-wing radicals often dismissed their stratagem as 
overplaying the tempo and dynamic of development, proposing ini- 
tiatives that downplayed the limits to militancy and overestimated its 
intensity and the appeal of violence, and not appreciating the risk of 
overturning the milestones of historical democratic struggles. Unlike 
Leninist orthodoxy, the ‘ultra-left’ believed in the proletariat's spon- 
taneous revolt. The ultra-left was thus an issue that reached beyond 
the Stalinist USSR and the Eastern Bloc, where they were understood 
most vehemently as 'opportunists' or ‘revisionists. Yet, during Lenin’s 
time, the Radical Left was not an anti-Stalinist left (Stalinism did not 
exist), while in the 1960s and 1970s it was that above all. Lenin was in 
many respects reclaimed rather than deconstructed by ultra-leftists, 
through Trotsky, Mao, Che Guevara and Castro, Ho Chi Minh and 
other Third World theoreticians and political leaders. 

The discourse inherited from Lenin’s time would continue until 
the 1990s, where in academia many scholars would not initially go 
beyond the communist-post-communist distinction. The term 
Radical Left as a self-label of a new space arrived in parallel with the 
rightward shift of traditional social democracy to a mainstream one. 
For those to the left of social democracy it was crucial to emphasise 
that the latter was no longer ‘radical’ or "left: Between the 1990s and 
the 2000s various parties appeared in Europe which made reference 
to themselves as a ‘radical left’ or simply ‘the left’: the Left Bloc in 
Portugal, Die Linke in Germany, Rifondazione in Italy calling itself ‘la 
sinistra radicale; the Swedish Left Party, the IU in Spain, the Parti de 
Gauche in France, the Finnish Left Alliance and SYRIZA in Greece. 
The problematic of labelling oneself in the midst of historical defeat 
is vividly portrayed by the case of Ari Setälä, a Sweden-based Finn, 
who noted in one motion to the Swedish Left Party-Communists' 
twenty-ninth congress in May 1990: ‘Communists we are no longer, 
Social Democrats we can never be, so let us be Left Socialists?'^ * 
That congress eventually voted for another name, simply calling itself 
the Left Party. 

By the 1990s social democracy was damaged as a framework by 
important parties in its own tradition. The ‘third way, asit was labelled 
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in the UK, or the New Centre (Neue Mitte), as it was launched in 
Germany, signalled the rejection by SDPs of a socialist, even left-wing 
identity. By the early 2000s, the discourse of social democracy had 
changed, becoming effectively neoliberal and focused on ‘efficiency; 
‘prudent state finances, responding to ‘new challenges, transcending 
the socialist-capitalist dichotomy and prioritising ‘growth’ and ‘the 
markets’ while treating taxpayers as 'customers.'^ For many parts of 
third way philosophy, the left-right distinction was old and mean- 
ingless because politics was no longer adversarial and therefore it was 
all about valence politics: who does what better.” By calling them- 
selves left, left wing or radical left, RLPs in the 1990s were in part 
responding to the space made available by the social democratic drift 
towards the centre and under the hegemony of neoliberalism. Simple, 
explicit referents to the left can be a defence of its politics’ continuing 
relevance, a reminder of the inherently conflictual nature of capital- 
ist affairs. 

The left and left radicalism becomes an important term in the 
post-socialist universe where new realities in the battle of ideas 
and language were consolidated. While many parties continue to 
embrace ‘socialism’ in their official names, few new parliamentary 
parties emerging in the 1960s and especially the 1990s and beyond 
use orthodox terms such as ‘communist, ‘socialist’ (only), ‘Marxist- 
Leninist’ or ‘workers’ party.*® This was an era in which communist 
discourse and Leninist framings had become empty rhetoric, as the 
regimes of ‘actually, existing socialism’ lacked and lost legitimacy. As 
the discourse of those challenging the USSR and international social- 
ism prevailed, rhetorical constraints came into play for those marked 
by its defeat." 

Rhetoricalevolution among RLPs must be nuanced on two grounds: 
ideological and electoral. Initially, given that rhetoric is connected to 
different ideological traditions on the Radical Left, it should reflect 
distinct rhetorical styles in terms of self-descriptions, schemas, 
concepts and teleology. And it does. Luke March's typology of con- 
temporary RLPs, although based according to the author on distinct 
ideological traditions, reveals a lot about differences in the rhetorical 
styles of certain types of parties compared to others.'? Anti-capitalists 
(e.g. the KKE, the PCP and Trotskyist parties) denounce all compro- 
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mise with ‘bourgeois’ political forces, including social democracy, 
and define capitalism and profit, and not merely neoliberalism, as 
the enemy.” They are, after all, self-labelled as communist, Marx- 
ist-Leninist or workers’ parties, which are party names that imply a 
certain ideological heritage. They also speak more about economic 
and labour issues in their manifestos.’ Red-Green and democratic 
socialist parties (e.g. SYRIZA, Podemos, the Swedish Vansterpartiet, 
the Norwegian Socialist Left Party (SV) or the Finnish Left Alliance) 
‘define themselves in opposition to’ both ‘totalitarian communism 
and neo-liberal social democracy, while giving more attention to 
feminism, environmentalism, self-management, direct democracy 
and the rights of minorities. Their emphasis on socio-cultural issues 
is greater than for the CPs.” 

These patterns are also evident across the distinct transnational 
radical left groupings that we reviewed in Chapter 6. The rhetoric of 
GUE/NGL, ELP and DiEM25 stands apart from that of the commu- 
nist INITIATIVE or the EACL. In the last two groups, declarations 
centre around ‘peace and socialism, a critique of imperialism, capital 
and monopolies, and more emphasis on economic interests, demands 
and categories. For the organisations of parties that are not strictly 
anti-capitalist, a softer repertoire of signifiers is utilised: a ‘people's 
Europe, a ‘social Europe, a ‘democratic Europe; ‘more and better jobs; 
‘the enforcement of human rights, ‘against elites, anti-fascism' and 
'anti-racism and 'sustainable economic development: 

Moreover, rhetorical evolution due to changing geopolitical 
dynamics aside, there are electoral pulls for all RLPs. Competing in 
the liberal capitalist public sphere bears constraints. This becomes 
particularly evident in electoral slogans, the epitome of pragmatist 
contingency. To set our discussion again a concrete empirical base, 
Appendix 2 presents the campaign slogans of various parliamen- 
tary CPs and RLPs in seven countries between the 1960s and today 
- France, Greece, Italy, the Netherlands, Portugal, Sweden and Spain. 
Some elements of RLP rhetoric are diachronic, ideological change 
and electoral necessity notwithstanding. 

There are four discernible patterns. First, there are universalistic 
framings: catchy but vague language is always present and very differ- 
ent from revolutionary, technical and ideological discourse. Within 
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electoral slogans, one cannot find words like ‘revolution, ‘proletariat; 
‘working class, ‘insurrection, ‘capital, ‘bourgeois’ or even ‘socialism 
for the most part, and not one reference against capitalism. Under- 
stood in terms of party politics, western European CPs are electoral 
entities and their slogans, like all slogans, are relatively short, catchy 
and broad, evoking emotion and ambivalence. Electoral sloganeer- 
ing entails pragmatism as an endogenous condition. To attract the 
youth, slogans need to be in the range of direct experience. Yet even 
judging them within these boundaries, radical left electoral slogans 
are not provocative, explicitly subversive or specific in terms of their 
targets, visions or tools of struggle. Subsequently, radical left elec- 
toral rhetoric does not really reproduce the lexicon of communist 
and socialist discourse because thats the discourse of the party and 
partisans, not the electorate or broad alliances. Through the consist- 
ency of avoiding such rhetoric in key electoral slogans, we can see one 
of electoralism’s constraints, which is shared by other party families: 
teleology and official ideological discourse, as enshrined in party 
statutes, is systematically, avoided. 

By comparison, Trotskyist and Maoist appeals, names and schemas 
remain more fixed, like the wider beyond-slogans discourse of parties 
such as the KKE and the PCP. For the Socialist Workers’ Party in the 
UK and Lutte Ouvrière in France, the workers figure centrally in their 
festivals, and there is still debate over when communist states ‘degen- 
erated' after the revolution. The French NPA reminds us by name 
that it is anti-capitalist; previously it was the Ligue Communiste 
Révolutionnaire. ANTARSYA in Greece translates as Anticapitalist 
Left Cooperation for the Overthrow. 

Second, we can assume that the European Radical Left, like social 
democracy, does what was identified in Jeremy Corbyns campaigns. 
That is, it has a preoccupation with ‘the Old, the New, “new times”, 
'renewal, finding the true original path, making the journey to a better 
place, being true to an original purpose and all of these in relation or 
contrast to the practical, rhetorical exigency of gaining power.** This 
‘newness has always been there, was problematised by Marxist theory 
and is a logical corollary of emphasising one's capacity to imagine 
alternative futures and differentiate from the incumbent status quo. 
‘Newness’ was also ingrained in Cold War dynamics; changing the 
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world would accord one side more legitimacy as it was the only 
way to ‘prove’ the universal applicability of their ideology, including 
through a ‘war of the mind? In crude terms, having an anti-system 
profile and being excluded from power combine to produce an oppo- 
sitional tone geared towards improvement rather than sustenance. 
The ongoing expression of the need for a journey, a transition which 
makes things better and fairer, is ‘the alternative’ used across differ- 
ent types of actors and responding to the 1980s Thatcherite maxim 
TINA. Yet, terms such as ‘new, ‘renewal; ‘change, departure, ‘social 
reconstruction, ‘turn’ and ‘structural or new democratic reform’ are 
always there. 

Third, we can observe a consistent appeal to democracy as in the 
movements — ‘democratic change, ‘democratic majority, ‘democratic 
state; democratic government, ‘democratisation, ‘popular democ- 
racy and ‘socialist democracy. The language of democracy for 
radical left movements is diachronically present in RLP rhetoric as 
well. In a sense it is ‘democracy’ which becomes the telos of RLPs 
in terms of policy during office. This is a softer, more generic telos 
to promote electorally in preference to the dictatorship of the pro- 
letariat. But although generic, one can identify distinct spaces in the 
Cold War left according to how they framed democracy and asso- 
ciated concepts: for example, ‘democratic centralism' (communist), 
‘proletarian democracy, ‘state capitalism, ‘economism’ (Trotsky- 
ist), ‘socialist democracy’ (social democrats), ‘advanced democracy’ 
(communist), ‘degenerated workers’ state’ and “bureaucratic cen- 
tralism' (Trotskyists), direct democracy’ and ‘democratic socialism 
(libertarian) and ‘microbureaucracies’ (anti-Trotskyist). 

The fourth pattern we can flesh out of Appendix 2 concerns the 
social subject to which electoral slogans make reference. It is almost 
always much broader than the working class. Although it has been 
reasonably suggested that since 1990 all RLPs have defined the 
‘working class’ more widely than the traditional blue-collar strata, 
and nationalistically in terms of presenting themselves as ‘defending 
national workers and not Moscow’s foreign policy,** in Appendix 2 
the pattern is more consistent and starts earlier than commonly sug- 
gested. Only in a few cases do we see mention of ‘workers’ (and there 
is no such reference anywhere in Appendix 2 after the 1980s), while 
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on most occasions the social subject is ‘the people’ or the country, and 
this is evident since the 1960s. Again, the pattern can be accounted 
for by the nature of sloganeering, but we are looking here into elec- 
toral rhetoric as a product of opportunities and constraints within 
capitalist liberal democracies. To say the least, therefore, in terms of 
their electoral communication, parliamentary RLPs are in certain 
respects like all other parties: making use of signifiers with a wider 
scope than their official ideology's concepts. But people-centrism in 
particular was a central signifier of both the SDP and CP strategies 
to enable the conditions of the workers to constitute themselves as a 
class. Both lefts talked of the ‘simple people, the ‘have nots; ‘the sub- 
altern classes; ‘the people or the ‘uneducated, which have sovereign 
power opposite capital, itself realised through organising the working 
class.** Patriotism and nationhood had discursive utility in this vein, 
as frames of a national people, in its majority from the working and 
lower middle classes. To investigate the rhetorical social subject of 
the Left between popular and national sovereignty, we now continue 
with these notions of ‘people; ‘country’ and ‘nation, as conjunctions 
of elections and the theory of counter-hegemonic strategy. 


POPULISM AND EUROPEAN RLPS 


It is evident from the political rhetoric of social movements that ‘new 
left populism’ has special relevance for parties. Much of what has 
been written has to do with electoral strategies and the discourse of 
party leaders and politicians." This is not surprising since the con- 
testation of political power has directly engendered a lot of populist 
and deceptive electoral mobilisations across the whole of the politi- 
cal spectrum. This strain of research is rich and insightful, and above 
all effective in differentiating progressive populism from conserva- 
tive and authoritarian facets of the phenomenon. However, it needs 
to be nuanced in so far it suggests ‘newness’ for the left. To do this, the 
story cannot be reduced to a dichotomous question - is today’s left 
or that of the 1970s communist and other RLPs populist or not? This 
would miss the complexity entailed in how people-elite binaries can 
serve or inhibit, divide or unify, socialist struggle. 
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Although Marxism-Leninism had defeated populist ideology for 
CPs, upholding dialectical materialism as the only ‘scientific social- 
ism, in political language people-centrism won the day early on. This 
was largely due to the experience of the Popular Fronts, especially 
where anti-fascist resistance became a national movement, as in Italy. 
Peoples Republics, peoples museums and peoples daily newspa- 
pers have all been the subject of historical struggle communicated in 
communist discourse systematically, widely and in diverse forms. Its 
political history develops out of the Cold War, when 'peoples democ- 
racy became a standard term to euphemistically describe socialism 
in eastern Europe." This rhetorical practice of socialist states casting 
themselves in popular terms initially represented a new communist 
nomenclature that retheorised the development of 'actually existing 
socialism: It went beyond distinguishing between non-socialist, 
"bourgeois regimes and socialist states as the dictatorship of the pro- 
letariat. The Soviet leadership argued anew that the present was the 
stage of gradual mixing between state and society, as per the predic- 
tions of Marxist theory, whereby the bureaucratic state based on the 
dictatorship of the proletariat gradually withers away into socialism.”* 

Beyond the social democratic and communist construction of a 
popular imaginary, in the 1950s and 1960s populism appeared in 
debates about decolonisation, the conceptualisation and future of 
‘peasantism and the origins and developments of Maoism. Consider 
the following passage written by Mao Zedong and appearing in The 
People’s Daily in June 1957: 


The concept of ‘the people’ varies in content in different countries 
and in different periods of history in a given country. Take our 
own country for example. During the War of Resistance Against 
Japan, all those classes, strata and social groups opposing Japanese 
aggression came within the category of the people, while the 
Japanese imperialists, their Chinese collaborators and the pro-Jap- 
anese elements were all enemies of the people. During the War 
of Liberation, the U.S. imperialists and their running dogs - the 
bureaucrat-capitalists, the landlords and the Kuomintang reac- 
tionaries who represented these two classes - were the enemies of 
the people, while the other classes, strata and social groups, which 
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opposed them, all came within the category of the people. At the 
present stage, the period of building socialism, the classes, strata 
and social groups which favour, support and work for the cause of 
socialist construction all come within the category of the people, 
while the social forces and groups which resist the socialist revo- 
lution and are hostile to or sabotage socialist construction are all 
enemies of the people.” 


French and European Maoism, like the passage above, cast social- 
ist struggles in terms of binaries, addressed the popular masses 
and evoked people-centrism constantly, called for peoples power, 
posited that true socialism is one ‘from the masses to the masses’ and 
acknowledged contradictions within the oppressed, borrowing from 
a language already consolidated in Maos writings and political ini- 
tiatives by the 1950s. In Maoist experiments of ‘going to the people; 
militants and intellectuals joined workers on factory assembly lines 
before and after May 1968 in France - the process known as itablisse- 
ment. ‘May was about losing one’s self to the masses in a quasi-religious 
abjection, and losing one’s individual voice to the cadences of “mili- 
tant-speak,” the langue de bois?’ 

Multiple other historical instances stand out as representative of 
left-wing populist-like movements or intellects in Europe: Euro- 
communist people-centrism inherited from the Popular Front-era 
CPs, striving for alliances across class strata; late nineteenth-cen- 
tury French socialist thought reflected in the Blanquists’ attunement 
with mass politics and populism, as inherited from the Jacobin tra- 
dition during the years of the French Revolution and as a form of 
anti-parliamentarism;?' the writings of the Russian populists and also 
the early Marx, which often referred to the people without specifying 
whom it included.** Considering this diachronicity in the problem- 
atic of left populism, it is right to claim that populism can sound ‘thin 
or perfunctory’ in contrast to deep and carefully articulated social- 
ist commitments.?? Pauline Johnson specified populisms ‘demagogic 
reformatting of democratic justification as colluding with neoliberal 
power.** Demagoguery replaces the intent to build a ‘rational con- 
sensus about matters of social justice, as it involves flattering of the 
audience, projecting the blame away, avoiding any sort of reflectivity 
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and self-criticism, repeating apparently obvious policy positions and 
making extremely generous promising.^ 

Because of left populism’s slippery slope unto demagoguery, 
uncritical reflection and schematic language without explanation, 
there lies a partial incompatibility with socialism as a series of analyt- 
ical doctrines. Tension is evident above all historically: neither in the 
1960s, nor earlier or more recently, has the Radical Left, even its ‘new 
component alone, reached a consensus on populism. This point was 
already raised earlier for populism and radical movements in terms 
of theory, so here let us look at strategy in terms of party competi- 
tion. Theoretical divisions over left populism in the case of parties 
concern above all electoral technique and the performative qualities 
of particular political personas. Neither in terms of language use nor 
in relation to theorising imminent struggles is there, or perhaps can 
there be, unanimity on such complex issues as framing the in-group, 
the out-group and the relationship between them in an attempt to 
conduce effective counter-hegemony. In the 1970s, Trotskyists were 
criticising Maoist populism for being too vague and indeed coun- 
ter-revolutionary in replacing the opposition between Right and Left 
by the one between us and them, the people and the elites, or the 
underdogs and the privileged. Others considered that Leninism and 
Maoism are connected; the former can help organise the party (the 
leadership element), while the latter can help organise the masses 
(popular element).*° 

In Populism Left and Right, Marxist academic and member of Attac 
France, Eric Fassin, considered explicitly populisms strategic use. He 
cautioned against the alleged potential of populist politics on the left 
for transforming right-wing resentment of migrants and minorities 
into contention against economic elites." This has been a chief aspi- 
ration among the adherents of left populism, which often responds 
to the capacity of the radical right over the last four or so decades 
to mobilise the white middle classes through cultural populism by 
formulating its own civic and counter-hegemonic populist genus.?? 
The presupposition here is that the fury and rage of the far-right 
support base can be reoriented away from racist populist move- 
ments and towards socialist ones. Fassin dismisses this left-wing 
populist idea as he considers the orientation of far-right supporters 
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to be more structural and immovable towards the Radical Left than 
assumed by the left populist analysis. It is argued that the left cannot 
benefit from entering into cultural and identity “warfare, which was 
in the first place initiated by the radical right and has so far served 
neoliberalism.?? 

The political positions that these criticisms (like the earlier ones 
we considered) inform, can be described as at least a reserved and 
partial endorsement of populism in certain contexts, and at worse as 
left-wing 'anti-populism. In the spirit of internally contested mobili- 
sation waves, not all of the radical left aligns behind populism in the 
period after the 2008 financial crisis or more generally in the 2000s. 
While some Trotskyist and other extra-parliamentary currents, for 
example, denounce post-Marxism and populism as its derivative 
strategy for undermining the prominent role of class and the labour- 
capital dichotomy in the development of society and the design of 
socialist strategy, others have participated in broad parties such as 
the Die Linke in Germany, the Left Front in France and Podemos in 
Spain. Certain radical feminist critiques of populism suggest that it is 
an obstacle to feminising politics and is actually reinforcing patriar- 
chal systems;? this is not an unfair criticism given that a woman has 
rarely led radical left populism in either Latin America or Europe. 
The orthodox communists, the KKE and PCP, do not deviate from 
a strict and absolute class-based understanding of contemporary 
struggles so their people-centrism and anti-establishment discourse 
is intentionally left short of a left populist strategy and theory. This 
applies to any communist or workers’ party in Europe, no matter 
how small or large they are. Communist orthodoxy dislikes populist 
theory and strategy. 

Clearly, left populism is a majoritarian phenomenon today on the 
European Radical Left. Its main representative cases are quite strong 
and successful in comparative terms. Its key frames are also pre- 
dominant - people-centrism, variations of ‘the many, not the few; 
crisis and urgency, popular sovereignty, ordinariness and massive- 
ness.*' Yet, when we turn to culture rather than ideology the picture 
becomes even more complex. Pointedly, some of the parties identi- 
fied as representative examples of party populism, such as SYRIZA in 
Greece and Die Linke in Germany, approach populism mostly as an 
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ideological dispositif and not a positive self-description like Podemos 
or FI. Populist strategy and the Radical Left are connected accord- 
ing to the country and history in question, and are partly related to 
native understandings and uses of the very term itself. Few Scandi- 
navian militants or partisans would identify as left-wing populist, 
especially given a particular socio-economic development and an 
overall context where it is mostly nationalist and nativist identifi- 
cations that engage in populist politics.“ Spain, on the other hand, 
has Latin American influences and a more turbulent domestic envi- 
ronment and historical trajectory. Until about 2018, it also had no 
electorally relevant competition from the extreme right. Parties like 
SYRIZA and Die Linke may to all intents and purposes voice populist 
rhetoric but certainly do not defend a populist strategy, which in their 
national-cultural contexts is synonymous with cheap and superficial 
politics - the politics of many promises and no actions.? 

In the most emblematic case of patriotic populism as a party 
strategy, Podemos experienced a deep ideological rift between its 
two main groups that crystalised after the 2015 general election. 
On one side were those in favour of consolidating support among 
leftist voters through emphasising the radical identity of the party 
(a position represented by party leader Pablo Iglesias and former IU 
members). On the other were those advocating a broader appeal, pri- 
marily relying on ‘populist reason and less so on anti-capitalism that 
would more effectively attract moderate and centre-left voters. This 
latter position was represented by the party's former secretary for 
policy, strategy and campaigning, Iñigo Errejón, and his supporters 
who left the party to found another platform in 2019.** 

On the one hand, populism is embraced by anti-capitalists, com- 
munists and social democrats, partisans and activists, cutting across 
older divides. On the other hand, it is also either rejected en masse asa 
theory-informed discursive practice or as a label, or still debated and 
scrutinised as a broader political strategy, depending on the organ- 
isation in question and its internal balance of power. In particular, 
the usefulness for and association of populism with electoralism is 
contested. The ‘populist’ style of mobilisation has often been accused 
of reformism or opportunism because it propagates all-inclusive 
formulas for counter-hegemony. As James Petras explained about the 
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1970s socialist left, ‘the indistinctness of the slogans, in terms of spec- 
ifying which class interests would benefit or be adversely affected, 
was considered by many in the Left as a clever electoral tactic to 
secure lower-class support without alienating the middle class:^ The 
problem, he continues, is that '[i]n the aftermath of the elections, the 
vagueness of the promises allowed several of the Socialist leaders to 
state that they had not in fact promised any radical social reforms 
and therefore were following the same political-economic trajectory 
traced out before the elections. In short, populism may work against 
accountability and pledge fulfilment.^* According to Seraphim Sefer- 
iades’s definition, populism is itself a deceptive politics.” 

Be that as it may, left populism is also specifically ideological. Left 
populist forces are ‘not anti-statist but directed towards the state and 
its “return to the people’, through a transformed, collective posture 
towards the vehicle of electoral representation. Effectively, the state 
can create and defend the politico-economic sovereignty of the subor- 
dinated.** Post-Marxism channelled into party systems the embrace 
of combining populism and realpolitik; a point made by Boris Frankel 
in the late 1990s after almost two decades into neoliberalism and one 
decade after Soviet dissolution.“ We are now four decades ahead of 
these phenomena and populism is still combined with realpolitik, 
and more specifically office seeking. Populism’s rhetorical package, as 
it has been pointedly remarked, can read ‘like a wish list for a socialist 
and radical-democratic agenda.*° Left populism as theory has always 
predominantly come in reformist colours, as the rhetorical strategy 
of piecemeal reforms in a progressive direction. Populist strategy and 
theory do not primarily arise from as strict a dichotomy as that of 
capital-labour. Rather, they generalise the contradiction and in the 
process end up with a redistributive, Keynesian, inclusive, welfare- 
oriented and democratised capitalism. 


NATIONALISM, PATRIOTISM AND FRAMING RESISTANCE 
Since the mid-nineteenth century, left-leaning sovereignist discourse 
has always existed. For our purposes we can begin with the 1960s. 
In Belgium, state-wide parties collapsed after the regionalist mobili- 


sations experience at that time, while in the UK devolution politics 
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ensued and in Northern Ireland the Irish Republican Army (IRA) 
was established (1969-72) and the civil rights movement was under 
way. In France, it was the first time that the Jacobin conception of 
an indivisible and centralised France was challenged by the Left. 
In all cases, this left regionalism had cultural and democratic jus- 
tifications, consolidating and respecting: the pluralism of popular 
cultures; territorial self-management; alternative models of policy- 
making that break with capitalism and the oppression of peripheries 
by its policies aiming at a uniform society; and revisiting revolution- 
ary rupture through the fusion of regional and national arenas as 
loci of struggle. This leftist regionalism, as premised on cultural and 
democratic justifications carries a cognitive and strategic dimension, 
in so far it both recasts the patria and has to craft its own plan in the 
power struggle with the central state." 

Radical regionalism was different from the CPs' love of country. 
Nationhood tapped into the student-CPs dividing line. For instance, 
radical student leaders would typically snub the French flag while 
the CP raised it. For the CPs, revolution was not on the agenda, and 
patriotism, as David Broder argued, dressed up their reformism, 
which was to nationalise industry and fight imperialism.** This pat- 
riotism served as ‘social lever, as in the case of the PCE Combined 
with anti-fascism, it served to strengthen the party’s working-class 
constituencies and attach it both to France and to the many immi- 
grants seeking integration and joining its activities.” In Italy, national 
framings also appeared in the context of critique towards the USSR 
and its satellites and the attempt to establish ‘polycentrism: In the 
1950s, historic PCI leader Palmiro Togliatti had theorised the need 
for Italian independence and a different geopolitical system than that 
institutionalised through the Cold War. 

This framing of nationhood - the national road to socialism and 
the patriotism that was intended to appeal much beyond the pro- 
Soviet sections of society — was different from the PCF’s historical 
attachment to the Soviet leadership for most of its Cold War exist- 
ence. Rather, the ideological explanation of the PCF's nationalism 
and sovereignist rhetoric lay exclusively in their anti-imperialism and 
specifically their analysis ofthe French ruling class as organically con- 
nected to the exterior of the USA, betraying the French nation in this 
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way.^^ Yet in both cases during the 1960s and 1970s, seeking popular 
votes through here-and-there invocations of national grandeur con- 
tinued the post-1945 strategy of using republican referents. The 
passionate love for country was often associated with the claim that 
75,000 PCF members had been killed during the resistance? Pre- 
cisely in the same manner, Greek Cypriot patriotism was animated 
with anti-fascism, to which AKEL (Progressive Party of Working 
People), the CP of a small island, was proud to say that it contributed 
by sending volunteers to the war. 

Between the Cold War and the RLPs during the GJM years, there 
has been a key discontinuity, the same one as for movements and 
protest. The centre-periphery cleavage has been reactivated in the 
context ofthe delegitimation ofthe nation state as caused by economic 
globalisation and European integration. The growing geographical 
polarisation of European populations into major urban areas and 
declining rural areas and towns have restructured European party 
competition since the ‘new regionalism of the 1980s, whose initial 
vibrations derived from the Long '68. Many regionalisms and local- 
isms surfaced at the time, as altogether the above processes translate 
into geographical inequalities. Perceptions of local or regional decline 
can drive populist voting and work through electoral in-groupism 
based on the locally shared community? By the middle of the last 
decade, subnational claims to self-determination came to the fore 
in western Europe through the cases of Catalonia and Scotland and 
then the electoral success of Sinn Féin in Ireland towards the end of 
Brexit. The shared sovereignties discourse we saw in Chapter 4 finds 
electoral resonance. 

Left nationalism has also come through austerity and has had ‘pat- 
riotism and civic nationhood as its anchor points. Although SYRIZA, 
Podemos or its splinter platform More Country (Más Pais) are the 
most discussed cases, many more parties from various ideological 
traditions employ patriotism.” Left patriotism and an ethnocentric 
outlook that advocates people-to-people solidarity is shared among 
all periods of ‘newness’ and among all traditions. Through time, 
therefore, one unchanging rhetorical trait of left radicalism in con- 
testing elections and building political capital is an identification 
with the country in question, which can of course range from high 
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to low and inform multiple policy positions but is always there. The 
patria is the institutional platform upon which a number of progres- 
sive political tasks can be taken - consolidating a plethora of social, 
political and economic rights so as to: include minorities and the 
oppressed, which comprise altogether a large majority; provide free 
and generous welfare for everyone; and undo the democratic deficits 
generated by capitalism, imperialism and neoliberal globalisation. 

The eurozone crisis also fuelled analyses about the European centre 
and the periphery. Southern European countries were, according to 
many activists, taken advantage of by the hegemonic states of the EU, 
such as Germany and France, which were to benefit the most from 
the EU'S economy. This way of framing the crisis was popular among 
the office-seeking Left in Greece, for example, but was also premised 
on an ethnocentric economic narrative different from movements, 
which saw a ‘plan C in constructing the commons from below.^* The 
diagnosis in this narrative was essentially that the main structural 
problem of Greek capitalism is the transfer of fiscal and monetary 
control to EU institutions, which do not operate for the good of the 
country but are synchronised with the needs of the hegemonic EU 
states and their export-based economies. 

In the opposite camp, the defenders of austerity and neoliberal- 
ism referred to the PIIGS (Portugal, Ireland and/or Italy, Greece and 
Spain), where they argued there lies a cultural and historically perva- 
sive predisposition to laziness, corruption, patronage and clientelism, 
blame shifting and wasteful spending. A key term for legitimising 
neoliberal discourse in the Greek case, for example, was anomy; used 
to construct the crisis as the outcome of Greek political culture, irra- 
tional and lawless.?? These claims pointed to a conclusion: it was the 
peripheral countries that were to blame in explaining the eurozone 
crisis, and more specifically their public sectors and economic 
models. It was them that had to change as a result. Moreover, 
the efficient, productive and hard-working German (and other 
European) taxpayers were unfairly paying for the anarchic Greeks. 
A form of intra-European orientalism abounded in these media- 
driven polemics. A historical analogy is pertinent in revealing the 
evolving impact of neoliberalism on European politics - the southern 
European periphery presents itself as the new “Third World; it bears 
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the debts once born by Latin American, African and Asian countries 
by former colonial powers or international institutions. Debt capi- 
talism has essentially expanded geographically, further sharpening 
the divide between countries regarding economic hegemony and 
subordination. 

Within this broader agenda, crises ofthe public sector became con- 
tested domestically, as national capital in countries such as the UK, 
Cyprus, Ireland, Italy and Spain overemphasised the bad condition of 
the state and the responsibility of overblown and unproductive civil 
services, in an attempt to legitimise cuts and welfare retrenchment. 
Trade unions, along with left-wing parties and movements, contested 
this narrative, and held that the need for austerity-driven bailout pro- 
grammes was the responsibility of the banks. Movements such as UK 
Uncut presented themselves as exposing malpractice and lies, decon- 
structing mainstream soundbites, such as "We are all in this together; 
and in turn defending the position that there is an alternative. We 
can see here contestation over the locus of crisis: on one side, blame 
shifting to the 'inefficient, south European state' or the public sector 
in line with neoliberal convictions; and on the other side, exposing 
the lack of state oversight over financial fraud and the banking 
systems self-imposed problems, in line with the anti-austerity forces. 

Hegemonic framings of the peripheral member states of the EU 
depoliticised and racialised economic and distributional questions, 
as well as signalled the return of colonial dynamics back into Europe 
through the culturalisation of politics, complementing the post-polit- 
ical neoliberal hegemony.' The very thesis of southern European 
exceptionalism was an axis of political conflict in the years of the 
crisis. Its delegitimisation was a task undertaken by radical scholars 
and activists as part of their opposition to the EU's economic policy, 
the bailouts and their defenders domestically. In this setting, centre- 
periphery schemas have been employed widely to describe and 
explain responses to the crisis. Accordingly, the eurozone crisis can 
be understood as the outcome ofa structural imbalance between core 
and periphery countries.® It is against this theoretical backdrop that 
much of the anti-Germanism mentioned earlier took a substantively 
neo-anti-imperialist form, as crafted by RLP strategy.^ 
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The examples are so numerous and consistently present in the 
Left’s history that we should consider patriotism and nationhood at 
the regional or country level as useful, tactical propaganda tools for 
socio-economic struggles. We saw how the great proletarian interna- 
tionalists had a national flavour to declare: a defence of country and 
a people that guards its sovereignty against imperialism. Wallerstein's 
analysis is illuminating in this respect: the rise of nationalist move- 
ments can be attributed to their locally rooted realisation that as a 
‘weak majority’ in a ‘weak state their best option is that ofa ‘state struc- 
ture.^' When it comes to nationalism, as Connor Walker discussed, it 
is thus one thing to be a believer in ethnic particularism and another 
to be a manipulator, shrouding socialism in a national rhetoric to 
attain political goals, as communists sought to do.5 Nationalism and 
patriotism can be strong performative weapons motivating and ener- 
gising civic engagement.®° Patriotic appeals allow the electorate to 
feel proud of their country or region in supporting specific socio- 
economic goals and political actors. 

Accordingly, there is sometimes a strategic calculus by socialists 
who seek to encourage and channel nationalist claims or transmit a 
patriotic aura. One could theoretically argue, however, that the stra- 
tegic value of casting an economic and social struggle as patriotic and 
national may increase or decrease, on average, over time. The strate- 
gic use of nationalism may backfire, and it often has. This is implied 
in evaluations of left nationalism as a constrained manifestation of 
the progressive vision since at least the 1990s. Arresting this tendency 
is an article titled, "The Movement that Dare Not Speak Its Name.” 
In the contemporary period, amid the global rise of the authoritar- 
ian ethno-populist Right, anti-terrorism and liberals speaking of ties 
between 'the extremes; the Left cannot legitimately frame its strug- 
gles as national and patriotic because this is the distinctive feature of 
its far-right opposition and other key opponents: locally, nationally, 
regionally and globally. With such framings, easy accusations would 
be prompted and labels such as the ‘populist left’ or the ‘extremist left 
would more easily resonate. 

Political opportunities for nationalisms emancipatory content 
open and close. In Scotland, the referendum of 2015 triggered a 
mass progressive social movement and an explosion of working-class 
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activity that was far greater than previous campaigns related to the 
GJM or the anti-war movement.® Yet the ‘left turn’ of the centrist 
Scottish National Party, under the leadership of Nicola Sturgeon, 
absorbed energy and votes from radicals, and the same time many 
Scottish nationalists adopted an elastic attitude towards neoliberal 
politics. For Sinn Féins historic electoral success in Ireland in 2020, 
the reawakening of anti-British nationalism as a result of Brexit may 
have helped. This resembles the era before the Good Friday Agree- 
ment that ended the Troubles, as during the 1960s civil resistance 
movement many political actors tried to combine the republican tra- 
dition with left-wing politics. Ireland’s nationalist past, as an observer 
remarked, ‘broke through to again become a vote winner when tied 
to the left. This has been so in spite of Sinn Féin’s connections to the 
IRA military council, which echo the dark (militaristic and violent) 
side to its nationalism in the public sphere. In a country where 
housing was a flaming topic, Ireland's neoliberal model was under 
scrutiny, and as there are no nativist or strictly anti-immigration 
parties, left nationalism and national unity thrives mostly in egali- 
tarian colours. 

Yet the strategic value of framing party mobilisation according 
to the stipulations of nationhood also varies according to domestic 
circumstances. On one side, radical left claims to secession in 
Scotland, Spain and Ireland are expressive of radical contention’s 
deep roots in the traditional cultures of mobilisation (such as nation- 
alism) which have pervaded the class structure. When understood 
as cultural resources, these pre-existing legacies and traditions may 
account for current manifestations of left patriotism and national- 
ism; for example, in order to explain why Podemos could innovate 
by reclaiming patriotism from the Francoist tradition, which during 
the Spanish dictatorship of about 40 years killed tens of thousands 
in the name of the fatherland.” Podemos did have a challenge to 
overcome: patriotisms links to fascism in the collective memory. Yet 
the mere existence of this past allowed it to call for patriotism in the 
first place, so as to erase the Francoist shadow and return patriotism 
to its pre-Francoist heritage of democratic, libertarian, republican, 
socialist and communist credentials. Common decency as opposed 
to the fatherland itself, where the people are located and which the 
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people constitutes, was a relevant post-ideological signifier in its 
mobilisation." In Northern Ireland, the IRA achieved mass recruit- 
ment for the purposes of armed activism in the late 1960s through an 
invocation of dignity, honour and pride in oneself and ones commu- 
nity, as well as a struggle for recognition from the opposite side - the 
Northern Irish establishment, loyalists and the British army. These 
elements of recruitment were subsequently institutionalised within 
the IRAS political wing, Sinn Féin, which has never had a nativist or 
nationalist competitor to trigger these emotions for racist and xen- 
ophobic reasons. In Greece, the rhetoric of national independence 
during austerity worked in favour of SYRIZA because it reminded 
people of the discourse of the once glorious Panhellenic Socialist 
Party (PASOK) and worked to mobilise many progressives. 

Claims to the fatherland and national sovereignty by Basque, 
Catalan, Scottish and Northern Irish radicals, in addition to the 
Greeks perhaps, do not negate internationalist sympathies but coexist 
with them. Yet such coexistence seems less viable in the socialist 
imaginary in other parts of Europe where left nationalism has tradi- 
tionally been a regressive force. In Cyprus, for example, nationalism 
in both the north and the south has been the chief obstacle to bicom- 
munal peace. Since about 1968 (and more concretely, since 1974, 
after the junta-instigated coup in Cyprus and the subsequent Turkish 
invasion), AKEL has not spoken about nationhood. The Cypriot (not 
the Greek) flag, as opposed to the nationalist Right, define its per- 
formances. Its policy on the country's de facto division is markedly 
different from the other parties, and it is historically tied to the peace 
and reunification movement. Similarly, nationalism is incompatible 
with the Workers’ Party of Belgium, which owns the ‘franchise’ of the 
only bilingual and bicommunal party system actor in Belgium, oper- 
ating in both Wallonia and Flanders. How progressive nationalism 
can be is determined by domestic historical legacies, political oppor- 
tunities and constraints. 

Notwithstanding this, peripheral nationalisms and the ways they 
shape the political agenda are topics towards which the Radical Left 
in Europe again remains divided. Many on the Spanish and European 
Left have voiced suspicion at the rise of Catalan separatism, seeing 
it as a nationalist phenomenon, which can be and is used by the 
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ruling classes to divide the economically oppressed.”* Even though 
the Radical Left since Lenin is sympathetic to the right of self-deter- 
mination, many activists distrust both the leadership of separatist 
forces and the potential effects of secessionism on the national left 
and society more broadly. Others frame the Catalan question, and 
along with it the Kurdish, Corsican, Scottish and Palestinian move- 
ments, not as national questions (ones which concern above all the 
sacredness of the nation state) but as questions of democracy, regard- 
ing above all the democratic right to self-defence of the minority and 
its right to separation or secession. What remains of political essence 
across all cases is the civic component of nationalism, which can 
blend with socialism. 


RETROSPECTIVE 


How has Radical Left rhetoric evolved since the 1960s and between 
three distinct waves of intensified contention? How are the distinct 
processes of rhetoric and ideology associated, in terms of ideologi- 
cal changes leading to shifting rhetorical representations of political 
reality? Many patterns are common to both parties and movements 
- the language of democratic socialism, a break with doctrinaire tel- 
eology, democracy translated according to ideological tradition, 
anti-capitalist versus critical social language and its predominance 
as a fact of historical defeat. As with ideas, the process of change 
began when the Soviet legacy came increasingly into question - a 
period marked by the Long '68. The critical moment which removes 
the burden of frames that derive from outside the parties themselves 
was the end of the Cold War and its associated trends, such as social 
democracys rightward shift under the predominance of neoliberal- 
ism. These processes together challenged and then ended the ideas 
driving international communisms political language. Having said 
this, with RLPs there appears to be more change in their ideologi- 
cal culture and more consistency and continuity in the pragmatism 
of their communicative expressions in the context of elections. The 
sloganeering and generic and emotional appeals observed in the 
movements are nationally inclusive, diffuse more easily and gain 
attention, but with an ideological cost. This cost may not be triggered 


210 


Continuities and Changes in Radical Left Party Rhetoric 


if a background ideology, a cultural radicalism, is sustained in an 
organised fashion - this was certainly the case for the mass western 
European CPs that allowed for a double identity, a purist and catch- 
all rhetoric at one and the same time. 

As a schema of in-group versus out-group binaries, left populism 
is utilised for a strategic puzzle that at root is as old as the left itself: 
how to construct popular hegemony out of the majority's partly 
distinct and partly overlapping grievances, many of which may not 
align closely with the party's ideas. As we see later, the mass party line 
underpins the complexities of this strategic puzzle. Party populism 
on the Radical Left is thus not ‘new’ in the exclusive, definitional 
sense of new as a ‘break with the old; or from the perspective of a 
highly successful, cross-country political trajectory for the European 
Radical Left compared to the past. The contemporary manifestations 
of populism signal something ‘other than the old, which evolves 
between continuity and change, innovation and tradition, enthu- 
siasm and rejection. At the same time, it is the object of a wider, 
long-lasting conflict between materialism and discursive critical 
theory, class and identity, confrontation and collaboration, anti-capi- 
talism and anti-neoliberalism, socialist strategy and national culture. 
Not least, as in the movements, this left populism is never revolu- 
tionary as theory, like Maoist populism was, but always combines 
oppositional identification and a structural root-and-branch vision 
with a social democratic solution and a statist spirit. 

Much ‘newness’ can be granted to the left populism of the twentieth 
century, in the sense of evolution, or fluctuation towards conditions 
of severe crises which favour it as a rhetorical strategy and perfor- 
mance. There has been no rupture with the past, in the sense of: a 
very recent historical discontinuity in the ideational realm; politically 
novel claims that escape the identity of post-Marxist reformism and 
declassing critical analysis; universally exceptional success; resonance 
across cultures, or easy agreement over issues of theory, strategy and 
the state. Left populism is a conflictual type of politics because it is 
highly variable in both normative and empirical terms. Nationalism, 
across time and like populism, is also a partiality and variable across 
context, a ‘double-edged sword’ that has a dark side and brings upon 
the Radical Left ideological and strategic contestability.” Its utility 
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in alliance building and inspiring mobilisation risks a difficult coex- 
istence with internationalism and can easily slip into romanticism, 
or worse a veiled mainstreaming. Yet the ‘newness’ in nationalism 
itself changes with each period considered. For the 1960s and 19705, 
new was regionalism; for the GJM, new was its anti-nationalism and 
connection between levels of governance; while for post-2008, it has 
been economic sovereignty from the hegemonic forces of the EU. 
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INTRODUCTION 


Like movements, parties are political communities with particu- 
lar structures, procedures and linkages to other organisations. As 
with movements, these interplay with ideology; in other words, 
traditions on the Left are associated with particular organisational 
forms. Moreover, as society changes parties have to respond in order 
to legitimise the performance of their key functions: representa- 
tion, recruitment, policy formulation, participation and mediation 
between the state and the public. While, in the industrial age, parties 
were formed to mobilise the demands of a society empowered by 
democracy, the information age changed a number of things, includ- 
ing more spontaneous engagement with political parties and a lack 
of permanent commitment. Taking party and party system evolution 
as a given, in order to delimit trends and variability in the organisa- 
tional anatomy ofthe Radical Left, this chapter first consults the broad 
framework of party models. As was noted in Chapter 2, the shifting 
party models across time are organisational responses to social and 
political developments and are connected to distinct procedures, 
structures and linkages. In broad terms, we are interested in how the 
RLP organisation refracts democracy and the tension between verti- 
cality and horizontality through conducing in this or that direction of 
power distribution within the wider party body and between institu- 
tions and their environs. The spatial analogy to movements is, at the 
most basic level, whether RLPs face towards the streets or the parlia- 
ment, and how they utilise and absorb digital spaces. 

To this end, a subsequent focus is placed on parties’ intermedi- 
ating function as a linkage between the state and society, from a 
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twofold perspective of the party itself and the movements. Specifying 
the structure that divides and also connects RLPs and movements, 
the capitalist state and seeking office in government, we further 
evaluate the general conviction that this party family tried to travel 
'from the margins to the mainstream, although with uneven, unim- 
pressive and, even when it was impressive, with unsustained electoral 
success.’ How do state structures affect party policy and the party 
organisation? Finally, this chapter turns to the voters and supporters 
of RLPs to elaborate further the radical subject in time. This is done 
by looking into the composition of electoral constituencies — their 
social, material and political features. 


STRUCTURES AND PROCEDURES: 
SPACES AND PARTY MODELS 


RLP organisational practice since the 1960s is presented schemati- 
cally in Figure 8.1, where the proceeding analysis is summarised. Our 
axes of discussion are party models, the continuum between vertical 
and horizontal structures, and their corresponding top-down to bot- 
tom-up linkage strategies based on the broad distinction between 
being ancillary to the party and independent civil society actors. 

In the Long '68, the strongest pillars of party organisation were 
found in the communist and social democratic traditions. Between 
them, there were significant differences, which were the product 
of their origins and versions of socialism, at the same time as they 
also shared distinctions from the ‘other left. SDPs became mass 
parties first, and communists developed into mass parties primarily 
because of the broader ‘Popular Movements’ which they directed.’ 
A propagandist strategy aimed at establishing a solid, social and 
cultural counter-hegemony. They always had a youth organisation, 
trade unions linked to the party, other front organisations such as 
for peasants and women or war veterans, the pro-peace and anti- 
imperialist movement (which operated as a pole for democratic 
citizens), a party press which typically included a newspaper and a 
theoretical journal among other local or regional publications. These 
were ancillary structures, that is, they were associated with the party by 
statute or constitution and primarily served the objectives of the party 
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leadership. The CP was also connected, as in Italy, France and Cyprus 
most notably, to private businesses in the spheres of production and 
consumption, culture and sports. Its youth, local and national party 
festivals, affiliated cooperatives and the broader organic civil society 
that encircled it operated as a counter-society within the broader 
capitalist social life. In being vibrant, organisationally diversified and 
multisectoral, CPs and SDPs ofthe mass type politically appropriated 
space through their widespread branches and the mobilisation of 
party activists in neighbourhoods. 

A long chain of decision-making bodies began with the local and 
workplace cell for the CPs or the local cell for the SDPs. Whereas the 
local cells of the traditional cadre and socialist parties were formed 
in geographical areas, communist groups also formed cells in work- 
places. This original element of their organisation gave rise to high 
levels of solidarity resulting from a common occupation, which 
was more effective in contributing to tight organisation and com- 
munity and mobilising capacity than residence. Workplace cells 
were more focused on practical questions of labour, with less time 
for open-ended debate and substantive constraints on the agenda of 
that debate. This could also differ according to the industrial area in 
question, specifically the density of workplace cells? Party members 
had demanding duties: to recruit new members, endorse the party 
programme, defend unity, protect matters relating to internal party 
affairs, regularly account for their activity and ‘self criticise’ their 
personal stance or activity. The cell system inscribed the principles 
in organisational terms and offered useful means of contact, propa- 
ganda and recruitment during periods of illegality. 

After the cell came the sectional, regional and federal commit- 
tees, then the party congress which elected the Central Committee, 
after that the smaller political bureau and finally the general secre- 
tariat which ran everyday affairs. The political bureau was the key 
agenda-setting and veto player in the decision-making process, and 
traditionally, although not always, its decisions were carried at the 
Central Committee. The broader principle of democratic central- 
ism was one of vertical unity in action, meaning that dissent after 
a decision was made was punishable by the leadership. Discussion 
would be organised from the bottom up and application of decisions 
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from the top down. In applying the axes of democratic centralism, 
the communists would typically develop behaviour with certain key 
elements. Chiefly, factions were (and are still today in orthodox CPs) 
banned, although intra-party tendencies have existed almost invar- 
iably across time. This meant that their potential functions were 
entirely concentrated in the central leadership, such as mobilising 
participation in the party's affairs, articulating issue-oriented inter- 
ests and representing certain groups or ideological traditions.* To 
prevent the formation of factions, horizontal discussion in the arche- 
typical CP was banned, while vertical structures also facilitated a 
quicker transfer of information between the top to the bottom and 
vice versa. 

The institution of apparatchiks (paid party personal) meant that 
militant activism was intermediated by cadres co-opted by the party. 
When extending to the cadres of associated organisations, often part 
of the party’s leadership, it becomes clear how the mass and central- 
ist party was organisationally designed to reinforce the leadership 
line. Nevertheless, in spite of their discipline, which has been higher 
compared to their opponents, the internal critics of CPs have been 
many. Across countries, they were systematically put through the 
party's disciplinary mechanisms, with expulsions as the ultimate 
punishment. Critics called into question the Leninist structures and 
demanded, among other things, horizontal communication, secret 
voting with the opportunity to promote particular candidates and a 
decrease in the role of paid officials.’ 

Democratic centralism was nevertheless variable across time and 
place, its trajectory determined by the relation between its constitu- 
ent parts: centralism and democracy. Each in relation to the other was 
applied and verbalised by historical communist leaders in a fashion 
that reflected the conflict at stake within the party and their side and 
position in that conflict. During the 1960s and 1970s, democratic 
centralism was interpreted in relation to debates over the centrali- 
sation of state socialism in the USSR, eastern Europe and China.” 
Casting the issue in wider terms, party bureaucracy has been the 
CPs’ (and SDPs) chief strength. Part of this bureaucracy was ideo- 
logical education. It was organised through specific party bureaus, 
regional and local seminars on theory, theoretical periodicals and the 
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funding of working-class history projects, museums and memorials. 
At the same time, agenda setting, veto functions and the crafting of 
the ideological and political line rested in the highest organs. While 
the party organisation was so deeply and thoroughly rooted in wider 
society that the party bodies could easily absorb, receive and consider 
vibrations from all corners of social life among their constituencies. 

Democratic centralism was disputed by the students of the 1960s 
within a larger discussion about bureaucracy, hence a typical critique 
of the New Left ran along the lines of ‘centralised organisation equals 
bureaucracy equals degeneration. Critiques of ‘substitutionalism, 
typically attributed as a term to Trotsky, claimed that Leninist party 
organisation operates by replacing the working class with the party 
and inevitably leads to personalisation and power abuse by the leader- 
ship. From a Leninist viewpoint, the critique was somewhat different: 
that in Lenin’s own conception of party democracy, vanguardism and 
the centralism necessary for careful direction from the top were his- 
torically limited.* ‘Under conditions of political freedom our party 
will be built entirely on the elective principle. Under the autocracy 
this is impracticable for the collective thousands of workers that 
make up the party.” 

Trotskyist and Maoist parties did not significantly diverge from 
the communist model of organisation. Their structure was that of the 
‘new type of party, premised in democratic centralism and having 
the same decision-making chain as the communists. The Trotskyists, 
however, invoked 1921 as the moment which determined the CPs’ 
organisational rigidity and blamed Lenin for misinterpreting his own 
principles and arriving at a centralist position. Ernest Mandel wrote 
that ‘nothing in Lenin’s writings suggests that the period of the dicta- 
torship of the proletariat allows for only one party, something which 
attests to why the Trotskyists appealed to 1921 in order to legitimise the 
formation of tendencies.'? To be more specific, for both the Trotsky- 
ists and the Maoists there was a certain variability in the distinctions 
between currents and organisational spirits." Some parties, like the 
Socialist Workers’ Party in the UK and the Communist Revoution- 
ary League in France allowed tendencies, while others - such as 
Workers' Struggle in France and the Workers' Party of Norway - did 
not. Maoism came in hierarchical as well as non-hierarchical forms 
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(e.g., Gauche Prolétarienne and one of its predecessor organisations, 
the Union of Young Communists (Marxist-Leninist) in France). The 
latter was more oriented towards a movement-party form, and used a 
method known as enquête — going out to the people and learning from 
them - as a preparatory stage for a 'true centralist party' whereby the 
individual and the collective were in absolute harmony.'* 

In particular, what came to be known as the left libertarian 
tradition - which cut into Trotskyist and Maoist spaces and had con- 
nections to feminism and the environmental movements - can be 
credited with democratising radical spaces away from vanguardism, 
centralism and uniformity. Since the time of the Hungarian reform 
movement, and its crushing in 1956, democratic centralism had 
come under increasing scrutiny. Especially after the crushing of the 
Prague Spring and with bottom-up groups and mobilisations appear- 
ing in the thousands in western Europe, the communist organisation 
was also criticised from within, although not in all CPs. The Long '68 
still marked a critical moment in the verticality/horizontality tension 
that was at play from the twofold emergence of left radicalism in the 
nineteenth century, through anarchism and social democracy; the 
main historical transmutation being that the original intra-extra- 
institutional division became an intra-institutional one, as if anar- 
chism was given ideological space in the socialist tradition. Across 
subspaces on the historical Radical Left - the communist, Trotsky- 
ist and Maoist - it was argued that the institutionalised suppression 
of tendencies affected the party on multiple levels, inhibiting auton- 
omous theoretical work, sufficient levels of pluralist expression, 
collective agency, flexibility and the appreciation of its own living and 
inevitable contradictions. 

A more pluralist organisation would have been more reflective and 
representative of the diverse opinions of citizens with socialist alle- 
giances, rather than allowing for the easy imposition of a common 
framework without meaningful participation in decision-making 
procedures. Given diversity and pluralism the party should also be, 
by nature, sufficiently competitive. "Thinking for oneself’ was the 
intellectual fuel for many activists, which emanated from radical 
literature and culture.'^ Where they were more influential depend- 
ing on the ideological background of parties, these ideas, meant a 
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number of organisational changes. In Scandinavia, the New Left 
parties of the 1960s and 1970s espoused a non-Leninist organisa- 
tional grid which abandoned democratic centralism. The Norwegian 
SV, established in 1972, offered an innovative organisational model 
to the extent that it was less hierarchical than its predecessor party 
organisation, developed a participatory organisational structure and 
sustained interaction with external social movements and citizens’ 
initiatives. From the beginning, SV also had a 40 per cent quota for 
both sexes at all levels in party bodies. The Swedish Left Party-Com- 
munists in 1978 introduced a quota for as many women as female 
party members, in a wider process of explicitly committing to parlia- 
mentary politics, rejecting democratic centralism and taking a more 
cautious and distant stance towards the USSR. 

The Eurocommunists also underwent change on organisational 
issues, which began to be debated and posed by the leadership two to 
three decades earlier. The year 1969 was when the Spanish and Italian 
CPs criticised democratic centralism as a communist organising prin- 
ciple. Six years after that, the Rome Declaration by the PCF and PCI 
in November 1975, as well as other meetings in Berlin and Paris, com- 
mitted to a plural party, the independence of trade unions, workplace 
democracy and opening state institutions to the working class.'? In 
accordance with the PCTs heritage views, the party always blended 
class struggle with the democratic ideal. And these horizons were con- 
nected in the quest for more autonomy from the USSR and the latter's 
loss ofa sacrosanct appeal. Without officially abandoning democratic 
centralism and the theory of the revolutionary vanguard, the Euro- 
communists made openings on a number of fronts, not least in order 
to appeal more to the middle classes and catholic sections of society: 


e The party's links with society at large and social groups in par- 
ticular: becoming more oriented to emerging currents and 
allowing participation in the party as well as in independent 
SMOs. 

e In the PCF, during the Eurocommunist phase, between 1977 
and 1979, the PCF’s position on workers’ control (autogestion) 
was changed to an enthusiastic one, to the extent it was now 
enshrined in party statute. 
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e The traction between the mass membership and militant 
cadres: leading to revisions of earlier criteria and procedures for 
recruiting members and approaching sympathisers, or commit- 
ment to full transparency for members. 

e Modifying democratic centralism and engaging with more plu- 
ralist arrangements: more tolerance for criticism and dissent, 
including the quasi-unofficial existence of currents and 
imposing no measures on dissidents. 

e Debates and in some cases policies to enhance democracy in 
the electoral process, which are today standard, such as more 
candidates than places to be filled on the ballot, reflecting the 
increased significance of competition. 

e Democratising the ideological process through more vibrant 
discussions at party congresses, where dissenting opinions are 
not institutionally undermined.'? 


In 1976, in East Berlin, the Conference of European Communist 
Parties promoted diversity by institutionsalising it in its statutes and 
argued for respect for different roads to socialism." Further democ- 
ratisation on the Radical Left came gradually. The Eurocommunists 
did not break from democratic centralism until later, and therefore a 
tension arose here as well as between their attempts to democratise 
and their homogeneous, closed structures, with stringent procedures 
governing entry, participation and exit, and a centrally disseminated 
framework for interpreting the world and militancy through party 
obligation. That said, the period of the Long '68, from the New Left to 
the Eurocommunists, signalled the initial and polymorphous critique 
of communist organisational orthodoxy through ideological revision 
within the party systems and movement spaces of western Europe. 
All this was happening in the broader context of rising individual- 
ism, after the 1960s, in which the new, central significance placed 
upon the individual does not fit into the discipline of democratic 
centralism. 

Today, RLPs mostly abide by the democratic principles of liberal 
democracy as constitutional practices at the level of the nation state. 
In their majority, they are participatory, representational, internally 
competitive, responsive and transparent.'^ By the 1990s, parties like 
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Rifondazione, IU and Left Bloc practised policy consultations with 
movements and civil society in their manifesto-drafting processes. 
The SV in Norway and Vänsterpartiet in Sweden also employed this 
practice. DiEM25 used party member surveys for its policy formula- 
tion process in the 2019 European elections. Today more than ever, 
any uniformity of ideas has come to be taken as fictitious. Demarca- 
tions have been carried forward, indeed, mainly as concerns about 
centralisation as opposed to decentralised structures - hence most 
Marxist-Leninist parties - AKEL, the PCP and the KKE - have main- 
tained agenda-setting and veto power for the higher echelons, most 
often the Central Committee. CPs are also different in their percep- 
tion of competitive elections for party office and especially for the 
party leader - hence the long tenures in AKEL, the KKE, the PCP 
and the Dutch SP effectively translate into the absence of competi- 
tive elections when the time comes, as a consensus pre-emerges in 
the central committees and ensures the supremacy of one selected 
nomination. 

In these parties, democratisation processes that effectively reduced 
the top leaderships power have not only been avoided for the most 
part but in certain cases the change has been towards centralisation. 
In the fluid environment of the Greek crisis, for example, the KKE, 
which still operates on the basis of democratic centralism, tightened 
the conditions for the readmission of members who were expelled or 
had left the party, having found that 'few actually managed to reinte- 
grate. The KKE’s leadership also reintroduced powers allowing it to 
periodically review the party's membership to ensure that members 
are suitable.'? Nevertheless, centralist features are not exclusive to the 
CPs. SYRIZAS government experience led to centralisation and the 
concentration of power in the leadership, and the leader himself — 
Alexis Tsipras. Podemos functions ‘like a typical centralised party, in 
terms of decision-making and candidate selection procedures; Sinn 
Féin has concentrated power over its leadership under Gerry Adams 
due to its military and clandestine past. Parti de Gauche, the party of 
Jean-Luc Mélenchon, has had no proper process of leadership elec- 
tions, as it was established as a political vehicle for the promotion 
of its leader. Formal procedures can also be circumvented through 
tactical manoeuvring to outbid opponents." 
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Wider social processes of party organisational change have inter- 
posed power distribution within RLPs. We can register during the 
Long '68 a reorientation towards attracting votes from all social 
cleavages and classes, thus expanding outside of traditional commu- 
nist constituencies. This was also a more generalised shift of many 
parties, diluting their ideological base in order to expand their elec- 
toral base in the light of increasing problems faced by the mass model. 
Chiefly: a decline in membership and party identification, with con- 
sequent decreases in newspaper readership and subscriptions, the 
erosion of voluntary partisanship, a transformation towards a more 
balanced social profile in terms of groups and classes, and declin- 
ing membership fees in total and in relation to overall party revenue. 
In this reality, a catch-all perspective could accrue most benefits in 
the age of declining political loyalties.** In subsequent decades, Otto 
Kirchheimers original diagnosis was in many respects reinforced in 
empirical terms, and indeed Eurocommunism in the 1970s showed 
a strong element of the catch-all mentality. It specified the middle 
classes as the target of an expansive electoral strategy.” 

A key aspect of such transformations - membership - has declined 
dramatically in European party systems. This includes RLPs, 
although not all of them. The main outliers are still the PCF, PCP, 
AKEL and SP, which have about 51,000, 64,000, 15,000 and 44,000 
members respectively, which translates into a membership density of 
about 15 per cent in each case.** Membership density is the number 
of members compared to the total number of members of all polit- 
ical parties in the country, and it has gone down dramatically since 
the 1970s when the stronger CPs of France, Italy, Cyprus and Finland 
ranged between a third and half of all the members of the countries 
political parties.” If we widen the scope to the ‘societal strength’ of 
parties, as measured by the number of RLP members compared to 
the electorate, the decline is even higher. It is estimated by Chioc- 
chetti, based on a sample of eight western European countries, that it 
fell from about 1.5 per cent in most of the 1960s and 1970s to about 
0.02 per cent in the 2010s." Many aspects of party organisation have 
been affected: a decline in militant activists, problems of internal 
coordination and cohesion, gaps in communication with constitu- 
encies, difficulty in developing ties of identification without social 
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roots, poorer capacity to initiate protest and lower utility of extra- 
parliamentary mobilisation as a driver of political success." 

To a certain extent, these factors explain the next organisational 
reconfiguration of the Radical Left party family in terms of struc- 
tures. It came in the 1990s and 2000s, when this space stood out in 
five main cases of coalition party building (and various minor ones), 
whereby pre-existing parties or groups came together into a unified 
organisation: Left Bloc, SYRIZA, Die Linke, the NPA and the Front 
de Gauche, and less importantly the Scottish Socialist Party (SSP). 
Their chief predecessors were the IU from 1986 and the Danish Red- 
Green Alliance since 1989. Within the IU, Red-Green Alliance, SSP 
and Front de Gauche the parties have been preserved as organisa- 
tional units within the whole, while in Left Bloc they dissolved after 
six years and have been operating since then as factions. The same 
has happened to Die Linke, where the German Party of Democratic 
Socialism and Labour and Social Justice - The Electoral Alternative 
officially merged in 2007 a few years after they engaged in negoti- 
ations. Unlike the RLPs of the 1960s and 1970s, the starting point 
builds on an acknowledgement of fragmentation and pursues the 
objective of a plural party trying to unify as much as possible. For 
the CPs, the point of departure was full and undisturbed unity, which 
in due course witnessed divisions and splinters. The road to unity is 
hard nevertheless, especially the beginning: in Die Linke and the Left 
Bloc it took six years after the mergers to arrive at a common pro- 
gramme or platform, and in the Red-Green Alliance this took nine 
years.” The Left Bloc rests on structures of routinised factionalisa- 
tion. More broadly, factionalism has been naturalised on the Radical 
Left. The overarching perception progressively taking shape is that all 
groups and opinions have the right to exist and this is challenging. It 
is, however, healthier as a transition stage towards the establishment 
of counter-hegemony than dogmatic discipline. 

At the same time, more inclusive though looser linkages opened 
up through the participation and responsiveness potential of digital 
politics. Many political parties have taken the idea ofthe public square 
assembly to the internet, creating participatory online platforms for 
their members, and aspiring to provide members and supporters 
with more influence in the party decision-making process. Emulating 
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and departing from the pirate parties, Momentum inside the Labour 
Party acted as a campaign group for recruiting party members, and 
Podemos and FI have largely operated through open, accessible and 
user-friendly forums of deliberation and online primary elections 
and referendums. On these platforms the organisational machin- 
ery of the party is substituted by software: for example, Rousseau, 
Plaza Podemos and My Momentum. In the age of the social media, 
parties extract data from their supporters’ online behaviour, which 
can be used for the purpose of adaptating to their opinions or any 
shifts therein.” The outcome of platform-based party organisation 
can be more vertical than expected or believed by participants. The 
frequency of supermajority results supporting the party line in online 
and highly inclusive elections, referendums and policy decisions 
betray the tendency of concentrated and vertical power distribution, 
which remains unresolved by digital forms of organisation.*° The very 
use of social media individual-level data for navigating public opinion 
is nothing short of a definitive operational feature of the ideal-type 
cartel party: wide inclusivity combined with agenda-setting and veto 
power by the leadership. Processes of mediatisation, professionalised 
political communication and digitalisation are assumed to centralise 
parties by enforcing the party in central office and its professionals, 
which control communication strategy and central access to digital 
means of collective mobilisation. 

Through digital access to politics, the membership boundary has 
been blurred. Most notably in Podemos and FI, all affiliates have voting 
rights (and most people vote online). Podemos Asamblea Ciudadana 
is a permanent body making decisions between conferences through 
online decision-making processes. One can acquire membership by 
registering on the website. SYRIZA has been getting closer to this 
approach. During its membership recruitment campaign, the leader- 
ship utilised the slogan "Take SYRIZA in your hands, and promoted 
a digital platform - currently utilised for member registration - that 
they hope will become a website through which members can partic- 
ipate actively, express opinions and vote. Suspicious reactions from 
party officials warned that ‘if our members are people who vote on 
the criterion of popularity, the social media, and the physical appear- 
ance of officials, then our future will be foreboding-^ 
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The shift in boundaries is formally one towards open plebisci- 
tary intra-party democracy, with democracy defined by its level of 
inclusiveness and a ‘fully democratic’ party as one that includes all 
citizens. Moving in this organisational direction reflects the dis- 
course of citizenism in so far its mobilisation practice suggests that 
members and non-members should be equally involved in all organ- 
isations by and for citizens. This variant of internal party democracy 
departs from the dominant approaches to party democracy driven 
by conceptualising the party as an organisation with clearly defined 
boundaries, as in the Leninist tradition. Yet, given that entry require- 
ments are so low, members have almost no obligations, which is in 
stark contrast to the archetypical communist, Trotskyist and Maoist 
parties of the past. It may thus appear more democratic to grant 
members many rights and no obligations; nevertheless, this severely 
undermines political belonging by eliminating commitment. 

Mobilising through virtual space works in some respects but not 
in others. Based on her experience of the Occupy movements, Dean 
made the case for imagining and adapting the CP as an organisa- 
tion that can reinvigorate socialist strategy and radical political force. 
This, she argues, is necessary for weaving the bonds of a ‘weness’ 
between radical subjects, something which classical socialist politics 
did very successfully.?? But to the extent that doing the above requires 
the physical presence - rituals, festivities, education groups, press, 
etc. — to be rolled back into a central organisation, the ideological 
tension not only remains but is much stronger than the 1960s and 
1970s, a period when CPs still reigned with communist legitimacy 
as highly centralised entities. A multitude of innovations has been 
recorded, for example, Labour-backing bots on Tinder, the daily use 
of memes for political propaganda, broadcasting anti-fascist confron- 
tations or live streaming movements and party leader interventions, 
or using Google docs to organise meetings. Across the world, parties 
have responded to the decline of their memberships by introducing 
ways to get people involved. But are they sufficient to produce the 
principle of 'one for all and all for one'? In the terms of Jodi Dean, 
this would be a realm that channels belonging into the political Left 
through combining rights and commitments, and in turn projecting 
a collective spirit into radical action.?* 
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The overall mobilising capacity of these tools compared with a 
socially rooted organisation entailing political participation through 
all walks of life is at the least insufficient. Digital tools can thus 
support spontaneous, transparent, inclusive and tactical mobilisa- 
tion, solidarity and protest. But alone they cannot substitute for the 
day-to-day mass-scale ‘societies within societies’ of the mass CP and 
its respective organisational reach. And they do not always translate 
into more party democracy.?? Virtual space may not be sufficient for 
comradeship, which is the result of concrete bonds, networks, rela- 
tions, commitments, connections and norms, and the subsequent 
sense of belonging it brings about. Meanwhile, virtual space is not 
free of democratic deficiencies. Transcending physical space through 
virtuality can be helpful but insufficient for a strong socialist force 
that is not networked into the everyday lives of people and does not 
inscribe a collective political culture into its militants. 


HORIZONTALITY AND VERTICALITY THROUGH 
THE LENS OF LINKAGE 


Our dominant motif of the central role of linkage in mobilisation and 
resistance returns to centre stage because party models and spaces 
are relevant for linkage. They reflect the nature of top-down or bot- 
tom-up strategy and which organisation commands more social and 
political capital. The horizontality-verticality continuum takes shape 
through parties’ internal decision-making procedures as well as in 
connection to society. Here, we develop linkage between organised 
entities on the Radical Left, combining the strategic viewpoint of 
each key actor involved: movements and parties. Enthusiastic state- 
ments that highlight ‘newness, such as ‘a close interaction or even 
organic relationship with such movements seems to be one of the key 
characteristics that singles out newer parties of the populist left, can 
be highly misleading.*° Today's linkage on the European Radical Left 
has a strong sense of historicity. 

In spite of the divisions and conflict between communist leader- 
ships and students movements, there was substantive interaction 
on the Radical Left in the aftermath of 1968. Approximately 27 per 
cent of delegates to the 1979 provisional party congresses of the PCI 
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followed a ‘new’ or ‘mixed’ pathway to party membership, involving 
activism in a social movement organisation." A shared similarity of 
activist inflow into communist organisations is further documented 
by Michael Waller, who surveyed western European CP congress del- 
egates characteristics in the 1970s, showing a 'new member factor. A 
militancy different in kind from that characteristic of traditional Sta- 
linist democratic centralism’ was brought into the CPs. Over the long 
term, it both helped the CPs to reinvigorate in the electoral market and 
contributed to internal fragmentation and splintering, often igniting 
pre-existing divisions.** The ‘new member factor’ for all parties was 
the product of a changing European society and economy, at the apex 
of economic growth, with social mobility mostly the product of edu- 
cation. Parties as receptors of educational, occupational, demographic 
and other changes translated social developments into political ones. 

For the PCI, the inflow of young people and women ‘contributed 
to slowing down the decline that the PCI had been experiencing over 
the 15 years previous to 19687? As an ex-PCI militant, and critical 
figure of the extra-parliamentary Italian left, Rossana Rossanda 
described it: the overlapping of the political shift of the historic com- 
promise and the mass movement, from which the PCI extracted its 
political capital between 1968 and 1975.*° In various struggles, com- 
munist militants linked resources and conviction to local movements, 
from the feminists to the ecologist and anti-fascist fronts. Although 
nothing (as shown later on) is to be taken for granted (as was the case 
in Italy), the PCI (and especially its left wing under Pietro Ingrao) 
was constantly oriented towards the party machine and the outside 
realm of radicals working in the same direction of social change as the 
communist militants. Following an initially hesitant approach, which 
saw these movements become largely disassociated from the working 
class and its problems, by the 1970s it was participating in working 
groups with the peace and environmental movements, although not 
incorporating some of their central demands about nuclear power 
and ecological sustainability." During the Eurocommunist turn, the 
party's approach to social movements was changing nevertheless. As 
a feminist PCI militant, Laura Lilli, argued, the party consented to 
communist women being active in both the PCI and the movements, 
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thus introducing ‘a further, original Italian attempt at a “third way”. 
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In Norway, Sweden and Finland, the CPs had made the peace 
movement a top priority from the 1950s and into the 1960s, and in 
their endeavour to fuse with society they often connected parlia- 
mentary work to local and national assemblies, which also served 
as consultations of its parliamentarians and the party leadership.*? 
Across the board, the Trotskyists and Maoists, without a parliamen- 
tary presence, were constantly engaged in organising neighbourhood 
assemblies, issue campaigns, protests, strikes and cultural events 
within networks of other organised groups. At the same time, a 
vertical design operated, as in the CPs. Detailed bulletins of contact 
work were circulated by the party for militants and members, refined 
into principles, tasks, hierarchies, distinctions, categories and specific 
intents, and reached into leisure time.^* Trotskyist parties’ resilience 
- their existence over time in multiple countries without any sort of 
electoral power - directs us to their hybrid nature, comprising party, 
social movement and sect features.? Which one prevailed was highly 
dependent on case and context. 

Linkages with movements also formed in the so-called Euro- 
socialist parties emerging in the 1970s in southern Europe and 
distinguishing themselves from the classic SDPs of central and 
northern Europe. Notably, the Socialist Workers’ Party of Spain was 
radicalised in the late 1970s due to widespread anti-Franco sen- 
timent and the economic crisis that country was undergoing. It 
fathered momentum among disenfranchised and pro-democratic 
sections of the organised grassroots movements. In France, post-'68, 
the Socialist Party (PS) grew from 10,000 members in 1968 to about 
200,000 in 1981 under the leadership of Mitterand, outpolling the 
PCF by 1978.*° The small Parti Socialiste Unifié attracted both revo- 
lutionaries and reformists in their common rejection of anti-Stalinist 
views and the ‘old’ SDPs. In Greece, local citizens’ movements and 
a variety of new left organisations formed PASOK’s backbone. The 
proliferation of social movements in France, Spain and Greece would 
produce the upsurge of electoral socialism, which in turn came to 
talk about womens issues, cultural renewal and ecology.* In the UK, 
Tony Benn advocated workers control, more transparency, critical 
reflection on bureaucracy and power abuse, emphasis on extra-par- 
liamentary work, feminist values and alternative economic policies 
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with emphasis on economic democracy. As with the CPs and newly 
emerging parties, the inflow of movimentismo into the rising social- 
ists in Greece, Scandinavia and the Iberian peninsula translated into 
a diversified composition, and thus a social basis that was broader 
and more multiclass than that of traditional social democracy.^ 

During the GJM years, the prefigurative crisis that we outlined 
in Chapter 5 facilitated the ‘return of politics by movements. From 
the point of view of parties, since the GJM linkages with movements 
have maintained the status of a noble and strategic commitment in 
the fight against neoliberalism. Emulating Latin American mobi- 
lisation on the Left, parties such as Rifondazione, IU, Left Unity, 
Left Bloc and Synaspismos established departments focusing exclu- 
sively on social movements and often included hearings from civil 
society in their manifesto-drafting processes. In the Genoa Social 
Forum, alternative globalist and pacifist organisations came together 
on a permanent basis with Rifondazione in 2000-1 to discuss and 
organise demonstrations and common activities. Rifondazione con- 
ceptualised the appropriate place for the party in relation to the 
movements as ‘contagion, receiving cultures of activism, positions, 
ideas, concepts, methods and repertoires of action, and incorporat- 
ing them into the party's deliberations and political narrative.“ The 
first European transnational structure of left-wing parties and RLPs 
allowed for individual and movement membership beyond party- 
based participation.^? 

In France, the Collectifs du 29 Mai/Collectifs Unitaires Antilib- 
eraux were organised by cadres of political parties and SMOs, coming 
together in 2005-7 to continue the coordination of the ‘left of the 
no to the European Constitutional Treaty, and to propose a common 
candidate for the subsequent presidential election. In Spain, Espacio 
Alternativo was created for the explicit purpose of bringing social 
movements closer to the IU. In Sweden, leading figures of Vanster- 
partiet helped to organise Attac.’ Similar phenomena continued 
into the 2010s. In Germany, Die Linke supported and contributed 
to the protests against the G20 in Hamburg in July 2017. Its think 
tank, Rosa Luxemburg Stiftung, is a network connecting academ- 
ics and activists of the democratic socialist tradition. In the UK, 
Left Unity has actively collaborated with the STWC, UK Uncut, the 
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Womens Assembly and Black Activists Rising against the Cuts.** In 
Spain, Podemos and IU have supported PAH. In France, the marée 
populaire demonstration on 26 May 2018 was jointly organised 
by parties (most importantly the FI and PCF), trade unions (most 
importantly the General Confederation of Labour) and civil society 
organisations. Under Marie-George Buffet, the PCF's leader after the 
disastrous participation in the Lionel Jospin government, the party 
emphasised extra-parliamentary mobilisation and wide participation 
in social and political struggles. In Sweden, links and common local 
campaigns against spending cuts were undertaken between Vänster- 
partiet and Megafonen, especially after the dramatic youth riots in 
Stockholm in 2013.? In Greece, the youth organisations of the KKE, 
SYRIZA and ANTARSYA, through the network structure of their 
presence in labour and other groups and associations, contributed to 
the organisation of several protests.^* 

There are many more examples. However, it is highly questiona- 
ble whether this has led to a widespread redefinition of the political 
space on the Radical Left in western Europe,? since party- movement 
linkages and transversal and sectional interconnections between 
mobilising agents of left radicalism have rarely led to successful new 
RLPs. With Podemos, SYRIZA, the Labour Party and the Belgian 
Workers’ Party entering parliament in 2016 as the exceptions, in the 
rest of western Europe a realignment in left political competition has 
not been triggered: either a break into parliament, the emergence 
of a new successful RLP or radically altering the balance of power 
towards the left of the political spectrum. This is so, in spite of many 
dramatic declines in the vote for SDPs and ensuing internal upheaval. 

Beyond temporal variation there is spatial variation as well. A 
macro-historical pattern is that perceptions of how top-down or bot- 
tom-up societal linkage needs to be is associated with ideological 
traditions. For the communists, the party as vanguard was irreplace- 
able, whereas Gramsci identified the workers' councils as the most 
significant collective organ of the proletariat. The Trotskyists have 
also been traditionally understood (and often (self-)satirised) for 
their revolutionary party militancy. In the ESFs, they were the most 
insistent on ‘more action, less movement. A symptom of partisan, 
militant behaviour is the accusation (common in several campaigns 
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in the UK) that the Trotskyist vanguardists try to take over the 
movement or campaign. 

The democratic socialist tradition, including some of the early 
Greens, has veered between movimentismo and partisanship. The 
traditional communists criticised movement and individual mem- 
bership inside the ELP and produced a fierce critique of the ESFs. 
The KKE called them opportunist, questioned their financing prac- 
tices and did not participate in the Athens ESF once it realised it could 
not take over, while the PCP was softer in its approach, although still 
markedly different from parties like Rifondazione.^? Since early on, 
CPs and many Trotskyist parties, for example Workers' Struggle in 
France, made a clear distinction between workers and the petit bour- 
geois when it came to entry into the party. Probationary periods were 
a characteristic mark of this space, and this remains the case today in 
all the examples we have examined. AKEL in Cyprus barely engaged 
in a dialogue about movements, and disagreed about membership 
by individuals and movements inside the ELP.” All of these parties 
are more selective because they can be: they have ancillary struc- 
tures which organise important and well-known events that attract 
attention. Their annual youth festivals, for instance, are telling, and 
their branched structures enable proximity to events and informa- 
tion across the country. Communist linkage necessitates that we 
understand dense, diversified and interactive party structures as con- 
ducive to strong linkages. This is top down on the one hand, but on 
the other it sustains social roots in the long term and ingrains politi- 
cal belonging. 

The extremity of crisis conditions did not alter preformed strat- 
egies towards civil society at large: orthodox parties continued to 
rely heavily on selected labour-related groups and ancillary struc- 
tures, following exclusive, top-down strategies, while dismissing 
riots, students and youth movements. In contrast, the democratic 
socialists created channels of communication and interaction with 
them, accepting a mutual direction of influence to begin with.** The 
patterns of the GJM years inside the Radical Left party family contin- 
ued into the 2010s. It seems, therefore, that the ideas of socialism in 
their particular colours continue to contribute towards shaping par- 
ticular targets, conditions and perceptions about radical civil society. 
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This is how ideology feeds into organisational practice. Still, the 
common factor across all RLPs - the ideological legacy of socialism 
and opposition to capitalism (or the establishment) - is what dictates 
a constant concern with linkage, whether bottom up or top down.^? 

How, then, should weassessthe widespread talk of movement parties 
as a popular model of party organisation in the 2010s? En Marche! 
in France, Podemos in Spain and comedian Beppe Grillos M5S in 
Italy are parties of the crisis which tried to sustain many characteris- 
tics of the movements out of which they emerged. SYRIZA in Greece 
and the Green Alternativet in Denmark invested immense energy 
in transposing movement demands into electoral politics. Podemos 
grew out of the indignados and 15M movements. Momentum in the 
UK has tried to influence the Labour Party from within. Movement 
parties span a large space on the political spectrum and are favoured 
by an anti-party tendency within the electorate and a political envi- 
ronment of widespread protest and grassroots politics. Bottom-up 
processes, network-like structures, blurry member boundaries and 
mobilisation through activism and protest can overcome obstacles 
to popularity. 

Movement parties are not new phenomena strictly speaking, at 
least not for the Radical Left. It is important to note their continual 
existence, which validates rather than disposes ofthe tension between 
horizontality and verticality, and more broadly between the realm of 
civil society and the state. In the 1970s and 1980s, the New Left lib- 
ertarian parties arose out of networks and coalitions between NSMs, 
espousing egalitarian politics and promoting inclusiveness and direct 
participation. The GPs' fundis-realo debate revolved largely around 
the distinction between movement and party and its navigation. Out 
of the 1980s, a participatory organisation did not translate into the 
realisation of a rich membership and a fully democratic party. It was 
recurrently limited or resisted by parliamentarisation and thus the 
prioritisation of the party in public office. For the historical Left, 
although not for early ecological thought, this was the debate about 
the people, the masses, the revolutionary subjects, the fmultitude and 
whether they should be hegemonised or could rise to the challenge 
themselves. 
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Podemos is the modern exposition of the dilemmas between 
institutional and non-institutional politics, both at the individual 
and collective level. It is ritualised between factional competition 
within the party through recourse to or dismissal of the expression 
'party-movement:^ Momentum’s 2017 Constitution centralised the 
organisation compared to its previous branch-like structure, con- 
centrating democratic activity online in a mass open space, and by 
implication sidelining the Trotskyists. It required all new members 
to be Labour Party members. In Greece, since 2015, movements 
demobilised in their support for a left government and the party was 
centralised in its new course of moderation that approximates more 
the ideological profile of PASOK than a Radical Left identity aiming 
at root-and-branch change. In fact, in Greece, Portugal, Cyprus and 
Spain anti-austerity protests demobilised while the Radical Left has 
been in government within a wider framework of austerity-driven 
governance. 


THE GOVERNMENT, THE STATE, THE RADICAL LEFT 


Linkage can be fully addressed when parliamentary office, govern- 
ment and the capitalist state are taken into account, as the difference 
between opposition and power also informs party and movement 
strategies. We will return to this, after registering the relation of RLPs 
to the structures of governance, which radicals seek to enter and use 
as structures of resistance. These mediate any dynamics between 
electoral and non-electoral forces. If programmatic statements show 
what the party says (or promises), time in office reveals what the 
party does, and if this is consonant with its pre-office declarations, 
statutory rules of operation and the support it has been asking for 
from the movements and trade unions. 

In dealing with the strategy of the vanguard CP in pre-revolution- 
ary and revolutionary situations, Lenin addressed the question of 
coalitions and, more specifically, the kinds of coalition that should 
be formed by CPs in advanced capitalist democracies and the reasons 
for their formation.5 Parliamentary opposition and coalition forma- 
tion in pre-revolutionary situations had to be tactical, according to 
Lenin, that is, to 'exploit conflicts of interest among the bourgeois 
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parties.^* The problem has always been what ‘tactical’ actually means 
in particular circumstances. As an indication, it’s relatively easy to 
suggest that for revolutionary parties, tactical compromises mean 
manoeuvres which do not alter the commitment to the regimes over- 
throw, although it may be much more problematic to apply the term 
to a movement which does not challenge the regime itself and works 
in principium to change it from within. All parties agree on a twofold 
strategy on the basis oftwo axes - parliamentary and extra-parliamen- 
tary pressures (e.g. strikes, demonstrations and ideological battles). 
This is also the root of the problems that parties oriented exclusively 
towards office, the so-called empty vessels, do not entertain. 

Until the 1980s, governmental involvement of CPs was limited by 
geopolitical considerations, most importantly the ups and downs of 
the foreign policy crafted in Moscow. The events of 1989-91 worked 
in the direction of more governmental strength: their average gov- 
ernmental strength as measured by ‘relevant seats, within the cabinet 
or parliamentary support, during 1994-2015 is reported by Chioc- 
chetti as double that between 1945 and 1988.5 Table 8.1 lays out 
further insights into cross-national patterns and comparison with 
SDPs and GPs. It enumerates CP/RLP, SDP and GP participation in 
distinct government cabinets per decade since the 1940s. When it 
comes to the actual decision to participate in a cabinet, independent 
of seats and the actual result of the coalition, there is equal frequency 
since the 1960s. Between 1945 and 2019, SDPs have participated in 
government a total of 224 times. SDPs have been closest to the state 
and their advantage begins on average in the 1940s or earlier. GPs, 
since the 1980s when they became established across many countries 
in Europe, enter government with more or less the same frequency as 
RLPs on average. At the same time, there has always been considera- 
ble variation across countries, which is higher for the RLPs compared 
to GPs. In certain cases, the Radical Left has never participated in 
or supported government - Portugal until 2016, the Netherlands, 
Austria except in the immediate post-war period, West Germany, the 
UK except through the Labour Party, Switzerland and Malta. 

Whether we are concerned with the contemporary or historical 
Left, government participation leads to policy compromise and to 
working towards defusing popular unrest and preventing a radicalisa- 
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tion of the political process. This in turn creates problems of identity, 
feeding into electoral losses whereby radical constituencies withdraw 
support from the Radical Left because they do not feel that their 
interests or ideas are any longer represented, or to punish the party 
for going against their preferred direction. In the 1960s and 19705, 
the experience of the PCI during its ‘historic compromise’ is most 
revealing. The PCF' participation in the early 1980s under Francois 
Mitterand led to a large drop in the polls, from 16.1 per cent in 1981 
to 9.8 per cent in 1986. More recently, such was also the experience 
of Rifondaziones time in office during the first and second Romano 
Prodi governments in the late 1990s and 2006-8, respectively, which 
pushed the party out of parliament. Again, the PCF almost halved 
its vote after participating in the Lionel Jospin government between 
1997 and 2002 as part of the Plural Left coalition (Gauche Plurielle). 
During the 2000s, in Sweden, Finland and Norway, participation in 
government by the respective RLPs halved or significantly reduced 
their vote share. In Cyprus, AKEL lost about 4 per cent (30,000 votes) 
by 2016 and another 2 per cent (10,000 votes) by 2021. 

On many occasions of government participation, radical left 
programmes actually turned into moderate neoliberal reform. In 
addition, policy achievements on various fronts are often easily 
undone or reversed by the right-wing government that follows. For 
these parties, the result of participation in national governments has 
been negative in both ideological and electoral terms.^ Electoral 
losses, it was observed, were the highest in countries with ‘dis- 
criminatory electoral systems and a high number of small or newly 
emerging outsider parties’ acting as radical competitors.” Post-crisis 
accounts confirm this pattern; in most cases of government partici- 
pation, support was lost in the next election. Because government 
participation leads to problems with their image as radical or protest 
actors, RLPs also tend to shift emphasis back to their ideology once 
they leave government.” This would be the essence of what in com- 
munist, revolutionary discourse is called opportunism. 

Policy changes due to incumbency are the result of co-optation, 
with very few exceptions. Co-optation as an outcome, and as form, is 
the institutional endorsement of neoliberal, free market-inspired or 
otherwise mainstream economic and social policies, combined with 
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a very soft reformism in areas unconstrained by neoliberal doctrine 
and capital accumulation. Commentators have pointed to the similar 
radicalism, its aspirations and its eventual fate, between Alexis 
Tsipras and SYRIZA, and Francois Mitterand who swept into office 
in 1981 as the first president from the Left in the history of the Fifth 
Republic, who formed a government with communist ministers for 
the first time after more than 30 years."? Mitterrand's ‘road to Social 
Democracy utilised radical rhetoric concerning revolution, ‘rupture’ 
with capitalism, the exploitation of man and the need to build a class 
front. The Common Program subscribed to by the PS, the PCF and 
the Left Radicals in June 1972 contained a lot of this kind of rhetoric, 
as did SYRIZA' campaigning towards the elections of 2015, which 
took it to power. 

On both occasions, two historical moments for electoral socialism 
turned into co-optation and in essence ideological defeat. Compro- 
mise and retreat came in different ways across the two governments. 
In 1980s France it came through a combination of factors that were 
both external (largely international currency speculation) and internal 
(declining and unsustainable industry and pressure from within the 
state). Mitterand's policies started off as markedly different from the 
UK's Thatcher government. Mid-way the two converged through the 
French governments ‘tournant de la rigueur’ (return to austerity).”* 
In 2015, Greece co-optation came via the perceived lack of an alter- 
native to the EU's bailout programme, under immense pressure to 
repay the country's accumulated debt and a refusal by EU elites to 
annul even part of it. The tangible outcome was the same for both 
Mitterand and Tsipras: the government reversing its own policies of 
redistributive planning in line with the demands of capital. In both 
cases, the policies which cohered with the government's initial pledges 
were readjusted in the light of elections or holding office. Indeed, 
these very pledges already signalled various steps back from earlier 
declarations; the government programme embodied only a part of 
the radicalism that brought these forces to power. The sequence of 
this politics was similar: radicalism - anticipation - step back; victory 
and euphoria - initial radicalism - several steps back; disagreements 
and splits; still electorally successful (to sustain government). This 
last fact may have, in both cases, changed the acceptable parameters 
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of left-wing governance by way of legitimating political compromise 
or inculcating it as inevitable and necessary modernisation. If Mit- 
terand's 14 years in office is any indication, it proved to be a disaster 
for the PCE, as noted above, and contributed to liberalising French 
socialism. 

For both the older CPs and the contemporary RLPs, a vital part of 
the story concerns the social democrats, always intermediating the 
causes and effects of co-optation by the parties to their left. From 
the 40 governments that the CPs and RLPs have participated in since 
the 1940s, and the tens of other cases where they lent parliamentary 
support, the vast majority have been centre-left governments in which 
the main party was the social democrats. In one of the three ongoing 
coalitions in western Europe where the Radical Left has been partic- 
ipating recently - namely Portugal - the dilemma played out in four 
ways: the coalitions rejection of legislative proposals by the PCP and 
Left Bloc, which interfere with economic commitments to the EU; 
the simultaneous 'relaxed framing' of the two radical lefts, so as to 
disassociate themselves from policies which contradict their political 
positions while still making sure the socialist government continues; 
the renewal of the government in 2019, on the basis of negotiating 
majority support in parliament bill by bill; the drop of the PCP's 
vote at the 2019 elections, which also lost voters to the emerging Por- 
tuguese right-wing extremists. 

RLPs have been typical coalition partners for centre-left govern- 
ments, as they also benefit from the social democratic protest vote: 
the ‘dissatisfied social democrats; estimated at above 25 per cent of the 
votes gained by RLPs.? While this refers to the contemporary period, 
overlapping electorates between communist/RLPs and the social 
democrats are a historical fact, since these electorates were mostly 
derived from the working class.7* Still, the argument that ‘the Right 
needs to go always occupies strong ground within radical left constit- 
uencies and leaderships, and thus the memory of recent mistakes and 
compromises can fade relatively quickly. The boundaries between 
resistance and co-optation while in office become blurred in light of 
this argument of emergency that characterises periods of long tenure 
by right-wing and neoliberal governments. 


239 


The European Radical Left 


Paolo Chiocchetti argues that the radical left electorates bipolar 
mentality would struggle to understand the refusal to enter a centre- 
left government to oust the Right? Reading this formula, the 
mediating factor appears to be the party system. Multi-party systems 
generate different incentives to two-party systems; fragmented party 
systems also translate into multi-party governments, in which parties 
face more negotiators or ‘veto players; Further, social democrats 
cooperate with the forces to their left when both sides perceive a 
mutual benefit, which, during the crisis for example, has only been 
the case in Spain and Portugal, not Greece or Italy." But SDPs often 
do need a certificate of progressive authenticity, which RLPs can 
provide. This by itself may suggest that radical constituencies or the 
need for symbolic credentials for ‘the necessary radicalism’ within 
SDPs can pull some of them into coalitions with the Radical Left. 

However, given a number of recurrent patterns, the ever present, 
systemic challenge for RLPs does not concern exclusively the national 
level. Neither is it entirely dependent on the historical context, nor 
chiefly on leadership. It has been on average possible to enter exec- 
utive office across western European countries, yet, as Miliband 
argued in outlining his theory of a "state system; 'the left has acceded 
to governmental power at various points in the twentieth century but 
not been able to conquer state power in its diverse forms and places? 
This goes back to historic French socialist leader Léon Blum’s dictum 
of ‘administrating power’ and ‘conquering power"? If it was an issue 
in need of theoretical reflection and strategic conception in the 1930s, 
this conquest appears even less plausible and meaningful today than 
before. This is the time of more fragmented electoral bodies, the hol- 
lowing out of neoliberal political systems and the corresponding 
forms of public administration in fashion, the penetration of public 
institutions by corporate and private interests, the entrenchment of 
‘deep states’ globally, structural pressure for budget deficits and the 
powerful EU dimension of national politics. All this may not be tan- 
tamount to saying that the Radical Left in western Europe cannot 
capture state power through government participation and sustained 
linkage with movements. At the very least, however, this has been 
an incrementally difficult undertaking. It recurrently causes both 
movement demobilisation and leads to the weak position of being 
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compromised and tarnished by ‘politics as usual’; at least in so far as 
more radical choices are avoided, such as quick and in-depth restruc- 
turings of the public sector, the democratisation of the armed forces 
and central planning, which would translate into both executive and 
structural power. 

The Radical Left has inspired widespread hope for redistribution 
and political reform. It has also always succumbed to pressure and 
relinquished, even if temporarily, the weight of its identity. In a sense 
the reason(s) for which it campaigned for votes in the first place have 
been contradicted. In Marxist terms, capitalist power can turn left- 
wing governments into ‘instruments of its own interests? Some 
authors who acknowledge these historical problems are hopeful: 
"while it is true that such [radical left] formations would recreate 
many of the same contradictions in pre-war social democracy, this 
does not necessarily doom them to the same result.** But the question 
remains whether government reform by radicals must be the end 
result or one necessary step in a revolutionary direction. In response, 
it might be argued, ‘it is only through the collective experience of 
winning tangible victories and testing the limits of reformism that 
a majority will be won to revolutionary politics. Though winning 
tangible victories collectively is an arduous task, if it is not also sub- 
jective how concrete previous victories have been. What constitutes 
‘tangible’ will of course be politicised and potentially can serve as a 
way to suppress alternative views to a given struggle or to undermine 
the government. 

For socialism as a globalist vision, government participation on a 
national scale is less important if it does not lead to contagion across 
other countries. If this doesnt happen, socio-economic change 
can be easily backlashed into place by the forces of globally organ- 
ised capital and in the absence of effective global organisation by 
the oppressed and labour. Although neither of these points makes 
it futile for the Radical Left to fight for and within government, the 
prospects do not look good. For governments that rely on national 
planning, it is crucial to keep unprofitable industries solvent, or 
to retain a strong welfare state and avoid austerity. The financial 
burden will affect the fiscal position of the state and limit its ability to 
finance other kinds of reforms, as well as stifle competitiveness. This 
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happened with Mitterand and even more with Tsipras and Greece. 
Such governments are also likely to witness chronically low invest- 
ment rates and constant capital flight, which in the grand scheme of 
things becomes amplified through the mainstream media.? From 
Mitterrand to Tsipras things have become much more challenging of 
course, the first of them initially followed the alternative of seizing 
control over investment by nationalising the banks. Must the Left 
incorporate into its strategy a plan of appropriating private invest- 
ment? Within the EU, this is legally and politically impossible, and a 
task requiring the restructuring of the EU’s financial system regula- 
tions from the ground up. 

Perhaps the problem is not so much that seeking government is 
justified, but that it is not sufficiently grounded in theory and vision. 
As Carl Boggs deplored for the New Left tradition, a ‘debilitating 
feature is the lack of a systematic theory of the state, of the relation- 
ship between class or social forces and politics upon which the actual 
forms of democratic socialism could be articulated’** Certainly, ‘sys- 
tematic’ theory necessarily means advanced arguments about how 
class politics can translate into socialist political goals. Yet, from the 
vantage point of 2020, more specific challenges to putting capital on 
the defensive through institutions may be evident. In particular, the 
elaboration of strategies for state capture is nearly absent except for 
certain texts premised on populism research, and Marxist theories of 
the state are far from blossoming. Within academia, Marxist theories 
of the state, society and utopia have little or no relevance in public 
administration and public policy, organisational studies, economics, 
international peace and development or qualitative and quantitative 
political science. 

All the acceptable versions of alternative systems of governance are 
founded upon SDP alliances to enter into government and provide 
high levels of employment, welfare services, taxation and redistri- 
bution. Simultaneously, all such governments will have to finance 
their state investments through economic growth and by extension 
the capitalist profitability driving it. The question then becomes 
how to find effective replacements for economic growth that do not 
harm the planet, while at the same time sustaining profitability. Even 
further, how is this possible through alliances with the centre-left and 
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upon a two-dimensional axis of competition - on economic and non- 
economic issues? Otherwise, what happened to the SDPs in the late 
1970s (the UK's Labour Party), 1980s (French, Greek and Spanish 
Socialist Parties) and 1990s (Swedish Labour Party) will happen 
again: the Left in government liberalising the economy in order to 
increase profitability as the only way to boost investment and restore 
growth, which was affecting all constituencies.*° 

There is an organisational story to co-optation as well, as it can only 
compound problems of policy drift away from ones original goals. 
During government participation the flow of power within parties 
changes - they become more centralised, personalised and demo- 
bilised in terms of their base. During incumbency, local branches 
may end up serving mostly as mediators to the party in executive 
office. The victory or success of parties that are movement allies has 
also witnessed reactive mobilisations on the part of the movement 
after the electoral contest. Podemos was initially engaged in a long- 
term, ongoing debate about its political profile that included frictions 
between radical activists and the party’s institutional actors; the Trot- 
skyist Anticapitalistas tendency left the party not even a year into 
the Spanish Socialist-led government that Podemos is currently a 
part of. In the case of Momentum and the Labour Party, a thin line 
has been trodden between prioritising Labour’s electoral success and 
operating in a bottom-up mode, especially when it came to drafting 
and redrafting the organisational outline and Constitution.** Within 
Momentum the main tension has been between older labour activists 
and Trotskyists committed to the mass party, delegation and repre- 
sentative democracy, and young militants socialised in horizontal 
spaces, such as the Occupy London and student movements, who are 
suspicious of delegated authority.*” 

Given the party in central office is on average a weaker organisation 
than in the age of the mass party, participation in government entails 
a shift of personnel from party to government positions: for SYRIZA 
during 2015 and 2019, 104 out of 151 members of its Central Com- 
mittee had been assigned a government post.** This effectively means 
two things. One, the party cannot easily differentiate its activity from 
that of the government; it appears as ‘the governing party, which may 
not always be wise in tactical terms. This is particularly the case when 
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there is co-optation towards the centre by the government, and the 
distance may at least signal the potential for the party to revisit and 
scrutinise its incumbency period. Two, the central office and the office 
on the ground are weakened as party cadres shift their attention to the 
state, meaning demobilised social penetration and working from the 
bottom up. For the Left Bloc, its ‘dual strategy’ - of using institutional 
politics to gain credibility among 'former centre-left voters, combined 
with pursuing a differentiation from systemic parties — is inhibited by 
its lack of mobilisation capacity due to a relatively small core militant 
constituency. The strategy is also contradicted by heavy reliance on 
the mainstream media, and investing most of their resources in par- 
liamentary work.*? In the case of Finland and Norway, participation 
in government meant the later challenge of mending relations with 
social movements and trade unions.” 

During office, the autonomy of the core party leadership to under- 
take key government decisions can happen in such a way that carries 
no legitimacy by the party body through the appropriate participa- 
tion of party organs and members in deciding key issues. In line with 
theories of party government, the policy of the state should be drawn 
from within the party or parties running the government.?' If it is 
not, then the core leadership and their inner coterie, often includ- 
ing politicians that are not party members, remains unaccountable 
to the party, the very organisational vehicle which allows partisans 
to become state officials. By limiting the internal accountability of 
party leaders, their external accountability as public office holders 
can be affected.?? Tsiprass profound impact on the positive result of 
the first electoral test of SYRIZA in government in September 2015 
confirmed what had happened back in July before the referendum, 
when the Central Committee of the party was not properly con- 
sulted or convened during the high-level negotiations with the troika. 
Between 2012, when SYRIZA shot up to more than 30 per cent from 
merely 4 per cent, and the present day the Greek Radical Left has 
been personalised. 

This democratic deficit reflected the reality of EU politics during the 
eurozone crisis: the overrunning or bypassing of parliaments through 
speedy processes and agreements behind closed doors negotiated in 
the most elitist way between a few individuals in the Council of the 
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EU. Thus, as the Radical Left in capitalism is posited to manage the 
state's affairs, it has been incapable of not internalising the democratic 
deficits of liberal governance, and manifests organisational character- 
istics that are not very different from the establishment parties which 
systematically staff the executive. We are therefore prompted to 
return to the ‘movement party. This may exist as an ideal-type organ- 
isation, but on most occasions, with the Radical Left recently as with 
the Greens since the 1980s, this turns into a typical political machine. 

De facto then the movement party, on the broad left or otherwise, 
is a transitional party model.?? Having entered party competition, this 
model confronts political professionals and incorporates mainstream 
organisational party features. It also moderates the initial planning 
for a loose, activism-based and grassroots physiognomy. The Radical 
Lefts challenge is then to sustain movimentismo while fighting elec- 
tions and interacting within the state apparatus. To do this, it needs 
to transcend no less than the very distinction between the extra-insti- 
tutional realm and the entrenched hierarchies and self-reproducing 
ways of doing things inside liberal institutions. 


THE RADICAL SUBJECT AS VOTERS OF RLPS 


Government incumbency, office seeking and any attempt to conquer 
the state become even more intricate when considering the social 
agents that condition participation in government affairs. Broadly, 
the social and material bases of mobilisation and resistance, within 
as well as beyond parties, are important. Let us, therefore, turn our 
attention to the evolution of RLP support within society and across 
demographics and class, having previously addressed the theories 
to the revolutionary agency that distinct eras ushered in. CPs in the 
1960s and 1970s, as we have seen, did not give youth (or any other 
category except the working class) the status of being destined to 
carry the future. Youth could thus only be organised as an append- 
age to the blueprint of the vanguard party. Maoist, libertarian and 
Trotskyist parties recognised the significance of youth more vocally. 
Some parties, such as the French Maoist Union of Marxist-Lenin- 
ist Communist Youth, explicitly recognised youth as the subject that 
commanded priority as potentially radical and important.?* This was 
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also the case with the British International Marxists Group, which 
engaged extensively with youth culture.” The overall approach, not 
unique to France and the UK, was that students, petty bourgeois 
intellectuals and nationalist leaders are the vanguard force, which can 
bring about a revolutionary consciousness in the subaltern classes. 
The CPs were also confronted with debates on youth and student 
movement positions. In Sweden, the CP responded with relative 
success to the tension between the 'Old Reds and Young Greens. In 
Finland, the students were drawn to the Bolshevik wing of the CP. 
The PCI profited electorally by incorporating the new member factor, 
whereas the PCF's support eroded as it lost parts of the working class 
without compensating with inflows from NSMs. In other countries, 
such as Cyprus and Belgium, the CPs lost out.” For the CPs compe- 
tition from the ultra-left (Maoists, Trotskyists, anarchists) was most 
pronounced in those sections of society for which the communist 
environment was rather hostile - the sub-proletariat of low-paid 
immigrant workers, disregarded by the unions and with no voting 
rights, and intellectuals who demanded a place in designing social- 
ism but could see the constraints on free criticism or recognised the 
brutalities of Stalinism.” Communist electorates were, in the past, 
mostly composed of blue-collar workers,” although they were not 
always the most supported by workers among the available party 
options. The leading electoral force of the working-class vote in the 
1960s and 1970s and before were the SDPs.?? Even in Italy, where the 
PCT5 vote had one of the highest working-class shares among CPs in 
Europe, its percentage of wage earners was a minority.'^? Therefore, 
before moving on to explicate contemporary class politics, it should 
be cautioned that the class relations of the CPs were much more 
nuanced than their own vision of the working-class party suggested. 
Because of modernisation processes, changes in economic struc- 
ture, the mass entry of women into the labour force, rising global 
economic interconnections and immigration, Europe's workforce has 
become highly heterogeneous in terms of both salaried or non-sala- 
ried wage workers and occupational experiences.'^' The traditional 
industrial working class and new lower-skilled service workers are 
on average less in number as an electoral base for RLPs compared to 
professionals, which include skilled and semi-skilled service workers 


246 


Party Organisation on the European Radical Left 


and white-collar employees.'^* Skilled workers in the service sector 
and social professions are equally or more likely than the archetypical 
working class to vote for the Left.'^? This creates electoral quandaries 
because these sections of the population typically have more cultur- 
ally liberal attitudes. It was part of the problem for the students in the 
1960s that came from the middle classes and were differently oriented 
from the working class on socio-cultural issues such as religion, pat- 
riotism and sexuality, and the question of democracy and intellectual 
autonomy. 

To say the least, many CPs hesitated to adjust their worldviews in 
the face of these profound shifts. To mention the two most visible 
examples, the PCF and the PCI in the late 1960s expelled Roger 
Garaudy and the Il Manifesto Group, respectively, upon their similar 
suggestions to grant more theoretical and practical status to intel- 
lectual workers and technicians. Effectively, they placed them on 
an equal footing with the working class and retheorised the relation 
between these two social sections. In France especially, a rigid ouvri- 
erisme (labourism) refused to identify the new forces as classes. It 
rather spoke of them as strata. The PCF's refusal to recognise non- 
manual workers as part of the proletariat cost it dearly: in the 1970s, 
because of these votes flowing into the PS, the latter overtook the 
communists in electoral strength.*** 

During the Long '68, it was clear that youth and women became 
targets of communist electioneering. CPs were getting old and turned 
to the votes of those comprising many ofthe NSMs, mainly out of elec- 
toral necessity. One position which emerged in Sweden, illustrating 
the communist attempt to steer gender issues, was the offer of baby- 
sitting services to women by the Communist Party of Sweden so they 
could attend more party activities. Moreover, the class composi- 
tion of CPs had already changed between the immediate post-war 
period and the 1960s and 1970s. For the PCI, for example, 30 years 
after the war its electoral share was more skewed towards pensioners 
and housewives than factory workers. The schema between a prole- 
tarian and bourgeois constituency, which CPs traditionally tried to 
seal by reporting the social categories of their congress delegates or 
members, was already a crude one by the 1960s. It was not easy to 
ascribe a class or the potential for a class consciousness to ‘permanent 
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officials of a party who were briefly workers but have been profes- 
sional politicians for decades; or students; or housewives; or retired 
people; or intellectuals; or land-owning peasants; or the executives of 
communist business enterprises; or brain workers ... ?*°° 

Predictive statistical modelling of contemporary RLP voting has 
recurrently identified a higher likelihood to choose an RLP in elec- 
tions for voters who identify with the working class and who are 
union members, atheist, on the left of the political spectrum, young, 
dissatisfied with democracy and more educated." Class politics has 
not ended, rather its map was ‘redrawn into shape." Traditional 
parties of the Left gradually became parties of the new working and 
middle classes, specifically the expanding white-collar employees in 
the states civil service and elsewhere; during the post-2008 crisis, 
the size of the public sector energised distributive conflicts. ^? Most 
importantly, however, the two-dimensional axis of competition in 
most of Europe, whereby class and identity politics cross-cut, has 
meant RLPs drawing in middle-class voters to the Left because of 
their libertarian politics. New Left or new politics voters are indeed 
located to the right of those from traditional communist or other 
socialist parties."^ In the meantime, working-class voters who are 
less educated and more conservative on average may turn to radical 
right parties. Elderly citizens who rely on welfare state services and 
government subsidies tend to desire their continuation or expan- 
sion, while they also have less tolerance for cultural openness.'" In 
the globalisation age, a progressive economic programme has been 
disassociated from socio-cultural dynamism. Cosmopolitanism is 
highly associated with open economic exchange, while traditionalist 
and culturally introvert views go hand in hand with protectionism.'* 
This feeds into a sort of conflict line between the New Left and right- 
wing extremist forces.** 

It has been extensively argued that RLPs have lost their work- 
ing-class profile and accommodate mostly the middle classes. It is, 
however, faulty to suggest an effect on the RLP vote of a declining 
working class.''* The working classes have certainly changed location, 
but voters at the low end of the service industry, or the non-active 
population, are still found in many statistical analyses as being highly 
likely to support the Radical Left. While, over the period between 
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the 1960s and the 1990s, one could more easily make the case, à la 
Inglehart, that material and collectivist issues faded towards irrele- 
vance in the West, at least in the face of intergenerational change and 
individualistic cultures, the past 20 years have evidently suspended 
this scenario amid extreme inequalities and a series of economic and 
social crises. Even using the archetypical occupation-based catego- 
risations of social class, in the majority of European countries the 
middle class has declined over the crisis years and wealth polarisa- 
tion has increased." ? 

More generally, if we follow class classifications adopted by liberal 
scholars - Giddens, Goldthorpe and others - then the working class 
decreased during the 1970s, 1980s and 1990s. Goran Therborn, aptly 
summarises the global pattern: 


Discourse about the new middle classes has grown into an ava- 
lanche over the past decade. In and about Africa, Asia and Latin 
America it is predominantly triumphalist - about Eastern Europe, 
often more cautious - proclaiming the arrival of mass markets of 
solvent consumers. Whether right or wrong, class discourses are 
always socially significant, so the global surge of middle-class dis- 
course is a noteworthy symptom of the 2010s ... The working 
class is vanishing from Chinese and Vietnamese Communist Party 
documents, while in German-led Europe the ideal of an 'entrepre- 
neurial society’ has replaced the mid-twentieth century self-image 
of the ‘wage-earner society. Political commentators generally see 
the middle classes as a promising foundation for ‘sound’ econom- 
ics and liberal democracy ... In the US, by contrast, the prevailing 
tone is of worry about the middle class’s decline in economic status 
and social weight." 


To understand ‘potential RLP voters; it is thus crucial to combine 
substance with perspective and ask what each combination produces. 
If class is defined in income-related and occupational terms in the 
relevant scales, it misses the key Marxist proposition that relations 
to means of production, and thus forms of capital or the absence 
thereof, is what determines class. Pursuing this line of inquiry, Erik 
Olin Wright devised a social class classification schema capturing 
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the middle class as one of three things: workers with a managerial 
function and thus control in the productive process; cognitive capital 
in the form of a unique skill or specialised knowledge that is market- 
able within the labour market as a form of capital; and petty capital 
as in owners of small and medium-sized enterprises." These catego- 
ries did not change much until the crisis, when the impoverishment 
of the middle strata started to grow. From a Marxist perspective, 'a 
rising middle class represented the vanguard of capitalist develop- 
ment in nineteenth century Euro-America; no longer. Finance capital 
and the multinational corporations have long since usurped that role. 
Instead, the middle classes have to take sides in sharply polarised soci- 
eties""? This reading of the social basis of resistance is pertinent, as 
it subverts the understanding of labels like left populism as twisting 
political rationalism and reality. It documents a different reality to 
begin with, which is more resonant with the populist schema than 
liberal analyses of the class cleavage in European societies. 

From class to age there remain patterns across the three periods 
of ‘newness. “Younger people are often more likely to vote for left- 
wing parties than older people; and some studies suggest the trend is 
‘particularly pronounced among women:'? At the same time, RLPs 
with libertarian orientations (like the GPs) are caught in a dilemma: 
between (1) advocating welfare retrenchment and market liberali- 
sation to curb spending in pension benefits and health care, which 
target the elderly, and thus investing more in the young through better 
education and childcare so to sustain or enhance their status among 
younger private business people, students and public sector employ- 
ees; and (2) not alienating their traditional, economically leftist 
voters who, in the light of RLP liberalisation, may shift to abstention 
or the SDP, or get tricked into the ‘cast a valid vote’ strategy of their 
opponents.'^? 

In trying to see how the tendencies of distinct periods translate 
into long-term trends, we must be careful to balance short-term stra- 
tegic moves and difficulties by parties and their outcomes across 
countries. To observe ideological or demographic changes over time, 
Figures 8.2 and 8.3 show time-series data for RLP and SDP voters 
based on the Eurobarometer survey and European Social Survey. The 
time series presents the evolution for both types of parties in the per- 
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centage of radical voters (1-3 on the 1-10 self-placement scale and 
0-2 on the o-9 scale), the young (18-24 and 18-35) and women. 
Both party families share certain trends: a decline in youth support 
and support from radical left identities, and a relatively stable trend 
for women and those aged 18-24. For both cases, the deradicalisa- 
tion of their electoral constituencies began after the end of the Cold 
War, which supports the claim that the 'end of history' had an ideo- 
logical impact for the Left within society as well as in party systems. 
For RLPs the electoral share of radical identities drops from about 80 
per cent to about 40: it is essentially halved. For SDPs it drops from 
about 30 to about 20: the drop is higher for RLPs. It is also notewor- 
thy that about one in five voters of essentially neoliberalised parties 
(SDPs) identify with the far left of the political spectrum. 
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Figure 8.2 Social democratic vote by gender, age and left-right self-placement 
(1978-2018, Western European countries as in table 6.1) 


Sources: Schmitt, Hermann, and Evi Scholz. Manheim Eurobarometer Trench File, 1970- 
1999, 2nd ICPSR version (Mannheim, Germany: Mannheimer Zentrum fur Europaische 
Sozialforschung and Zentrum fur Umfragen, Methoden und Analysen [producers], 2001) 
(Cologne, Germany: Zentralarchiv fur Empirische Sozialforschung/Ann Arbor, MI: Inter- 
university Consortium for Political and Social Research [distributors], 2002), http://doi. 
0rg/10.3886/ICPSRo3384.v2; European Social Survey Cumulative File, ESS 1-8 (2018). Data 
file edition 1.0. NSD - Norwegian Centre for Research Data, Norway - Data Archive and 
distributor of ESS data for ESS ERIC, http://dx.doi.org/10.21338/NSD-ESS-CUMULATIVE. 


Notes: Years that had very few data were excluded from the analysis. Weights were applied 
to ensure that each country is represented in proportion to its population size given the group 
of all countries is the object of one study. 
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Figure 8. Communist/Radical Left vote by gender, age and left-right self- 
placement (1978-2018, Western European countries as in table 6.1) 


Sources: Schmitt, Hermann, and Evi Scholz. Manheim Eurobarometer Trench File, 1970- 
1999, 2nd ICPSR version (Mannheim, Germany: Mannheimer Zentrum fur Europaische 
Sozialforschung and Zentrum fur Umfragen, Methoden und Analysen [producers], 2001) 
(Cologne, Germany: Zentralarchiv fur Empirische Sozialforschung/Ann Arbor, MI: Inter- 
university Consortium for Political and Social Research [distributors], 2002), http://doi. 
0rg/10.3886/ICPSRo3384.v2; European Social Survey Cumulative File, ESS 1-8 (2018). Data 
file edition 1.0. NSD - Norwegian Centre for Research Data, Norway - Data Archive and 
distributor of ESS data for ESS ERIC, http://dx.doi.org/10.21338/NSD-ESS-CUMULATIVE. 


Notes: Years that had very few data were excluded from the analysis. Weights were applied 
to ensure that each country is represented in proportion to its population size given the group 
of all countries is the object of one study. 


We can additionally argue that contemporary CPs and RLPs have 
faced increasing difficulty in reaching the young due to the emer- 
gence of new parties which could be seen as competing to the Radical 
Left, and which in various cases, especially the Greens, attracted high 
numbers of young voters. That those between 18 and 24 only drop 
very slightly for both SDPs and CPs/RLPs may imply that structural 
changes in the economy, combined with cultural evolution, have not 
significantly altered their voting choices. The decline appears to begin 
in the 1970s or 1980s. This is not as pronounced for those between 
18 and 34, who show a decline in both party families, meaning this 
age group underwent a differentiated experiential transition from its 
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younger subset between the pre- and post-Cold War period when the 
decline was recorded. It is also possible that this age group correlates 
the most with left radicalism as an individual identity, potentially 
explaining the parallel declines in these variables. Because of propri- 
etary features that facilitate non-institutional politics, young people 
are typically protest subjects, but among them macro-political narra- 
tives of triumph and revolt ‘no longer provide [them with] a readable 
map of systems of belonging. ^^ 

This may explain the dissonance with the picture of social move- 
ments. Academics, students and civil society have lost economic 
ground, as we saw in Chapter 5, and radical movements (and some 
RLP candidates) are very strongly associated with young age. Yet this 
is not so for most RLPs, with the exceptions of Corbyn in the UK 
and France.'? More widely, a part of the radical identities we saw 
in Chapter 3 opts either for abstention or another party rather than 
RLPs. 

The stability for women RLP and SDP voters suggests that, as has 
been argued elsewhere, gender issues have been invariably present 
in the appeals of left-wing parties.'^* Female voters tend to support 
left parties in general, not favouring any specific strain of left-wing 
thought or practice, rather choosing a party depending on which 
value or policy (economy, environment, peace, social care or other) 
they prioritise.” An increased likelihood for young women choosing 
the Left has not in any case radically shifted the percentage of this 
group in RLP vote shares. 

Further on, an empirical study, which mapped congruence between 
the positions of RLPs and those of their voters, comparing it to agree- 
ment between voters and parties on the extreme right, found that 
this depends on the issue dimension, and is on average higher for the 
latter group than RLPs.’*° In addition, the demand side of RLPs is 
not really distinguished from the social democratic or Green voter or 
supporter in terms of socio-demographic characteristics but rather 
mostly on attitudinal variables, such as satisfaction with democracy, 
political trust and attitudes towards redistribution." Most RLPs also 
accommodate both traditional, mostly working-class, Eurosceptic 
supporters and those who are anti-austerity while holding pro-EU 
positions. RLP electorates are not and have never been wholly 
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defined by a Marxist consciousness and typical radical left iden- 
tities. Again, there is a historical parallel here with the attitudes of 
PCF and PCI voters in the 19705. As registered in various polls of the 
time, the majority did not desire revolution, they were split on issues 
of income inequality and nationalisation, many of them supported 
inheritance and property and their overall positive attitude towards 
socialism eroded between the 1970s and 19808. In Italy, the majority 
of PCI voters, who were more influenced than the party leadership 
by the ‘bad governance attributed to the DC, supported Europe."? 
Any strict particularism about ‘revolutionary subjects’ in the Radical 
Lefts mobilised agency during elections finds at best partial corrobo- 
ration. What echoes through history is Marcuses diagnosis that '[t]he 
immediate expression of the opinion and will of the workers, farmers, 
neighbors - in brief, the people - is not, per se, progressive and a force 
of social change: it may be the opposite"? How the last mobilisation 
wave we have been discussing has ended, as regards the Radical Left's 
electoral relevance, renders Marcuses diagnosis very real. 


RETROSPECTIVE 


Many of the tensions inside social movements and between social 
movements and parties, as identified in Table 5.1, are also present 
inside most parties and within the party family: the horizontal- 
vertical dynamic; the choice between confrontation and moderation; 
the potential of youth and alliances with the movements; the work- 
ing-class vote in capitalism; institutional politics as opposed to the 
prefiguration that partisan mobilisation inherently entails; and the 
turn from movimentismo and revolt to party membership and support 
which took place during all periods of ‘newness. Organisational var- 
iations between parties correspond partly to ideological differences 
- RLPs, GPs, SDPs, left libertarians, Trotskyists and Maoists. They 
also undercut them, as distinct types sometimes employ similar 
organisational logics. Since the 1960s no distinctive model of party 
organisation characterises or has represented the Radical Left as a 
whole. Neither is there a fixed relation with government, linkage and 
the opportunities of movements feeding into parties. There has been, 
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nonetheless, a realignment to the organisational practices of demo- 
cratic socialism taking the ideological lead. 

Today's RLPs are more inclusive, diversified and encroached on by 
the state, and are weaker in organisation and membership than the 
traditional CPs. They are in many respects simply following general- 
ised trends for most political parties. Hence, to a certain extent they 
become co-opted into trends of organisation that tamper with their 
original and militant intents. Yet time and again, movement-party 
interaction is so vigorous and active citizenship so vibrant that by 
the standards of democratic theory, which sees democracy beyond 
elections as a key criterion for democratic quality, the Radical Left’s 
contribution is systematic, even if unstable in linkage patterns. 

Each period of ‘newness’ has increased the extra-institutional 
arm of activity within the political family and challenged party con- 
ventionalisms, and this has heightened both the interpenetrative 
momentum and the tension and conflict between the movements on 
the one hand and parties on the other. A chief strategic continuity 
today, above all reflected in the years of Eurocommunism, concerns 
'the centrality of the electoral objective, perceived as the sole key for 
acquiring popular legitimacy and embarking on social transforma- 
tion. This ‘tended to lead to the party’s programmatic moderation, 
bureaucratisation, and the absorption of its desires for change within 
the limits ofthe capitalist state. "°° Processes like this have been present 
for essentially all parties that view the electoral objective as participat- 
ing in power. Manifestly, how the ideas and positions of RLPs relate 
to office seeking and incumbency appears more as a historical matter 
and less associated with moments of ‘newness’ or ‘crisis: Resistance 
always turns into (more or less) co-optation or defeat, or both, under 
the rubric of running the state without having captured it. 

To capture the state would mean (under any circumstances) 
pursuing policies satisfying at least ones supporters: both voters and 
organised groups. Turning, therefore, to RLP vote composition, this 
is the conundrum of pursuing state power. Clearly, youth, students, 
feminists, ecologists and the lower classes have always played a 
central role in each period of ‘newness, and are structurally more 
likely to opt for the Left in elections. Under neoliberalism a vast pop- 
ulation experiences dispossession. However, there is no historical 
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subject standing out across time in terms of an electoral alignment 
between the RLPs and the majority of that group. Long-term RLPs 
increasingly become parties of white-collar workers, which doesn't 
necessarily mean that the voters they attract are mostly the middle 
classes. Rather, both the working and middle classes are important 
as an electoral milieu, but their form, composition and ideological 
orientation evolves. There is, still, always a certain sectional and ideo- 
logical distance between archetypical RLP identity and its electorate. 
Post-1989, it was reinforced by a decline in the share of radical left 
identities among RLP voters. 
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Conclusions: A Unified Retrospective 


How are we to rethink the new in the political sociology of western 
Europes Radical Left recently or during previous waves of conten- 
tion? What signs of continuity and change in radical agency and 
the context delimiting it? What does the evolution of the European 
Radical Left tell us about left radicalism as situated in capitalism and 
neoliberalism? And what are the prospects for the Radical Left if one 
is to briefly estimate the future of political families by looking at their 
past? 'Newness, our guiding scheme, has entailed a multidimensional 
perspective as a framework - movements and parties in terms of 
ideology, rhetoric and organisation. To conclude, we aggregate these 
into an overall assessment of evolution and its cross-national bearing, 
so as to consider the ways in which cross-actor and cross-dimension 
generalisations can or cannot be made about the presence, degree 
and meaning of ‘newness. 

The arguments about continuity and change made in the preceding 
chapters are summarised in Table 9.1. The table provides a synopsis 
of identified, near universal patterns (or trends), their temporality 
between the three episodes of ‘newness’ and during their interim 
periods, and the broad mechanism triggering and facilitating change 
or interpreting continuity. Although the future remains unpredictable 
by common reason, so far most ‘newness’ was produced in the 1960s 
and foregrounded in the collective break with the socialist orthodox- 
ies that had emerged prior to the 1960s. The Long ’68 stands out as 
a major critical juncture in the development of left radicalism, and 
the first New Left was markedly different than what emerged out of 
World War II in western Europe, which was the product of wider 
generational and societal change. Indeed, not only the New Left but 
the whole political space had changed by the end of the 1970s. The 
NSMs and the broader emergence of a Left to the left of communism 
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and social democracy was paralleled in party systems by Eurocom- 
munism, Maoism, Trotskyism and left libertarianism. 

In the realms of ideas, many processes unfolded from within the 
Long '68: the defeat of revolution, rights advocacy, second-wave 
feminism and other movements oriented towards alternative readings 
of post-war welfare capitalism; demands that reached beyond 
labourism; revisions of working-class orthodoxy and discussions 
of new revolutionary subjects. Simultaneously, nothing short of a 
cultural revolution occurred. If the French Revolution signalled 
the emergence of the Left around the idea of political equality and 
developments in the second half of the nineteenth century, and up 
to the Russian Revolution made economic equality the next mark of 
the historical movement, the Long '68 extended the Left's horizon to 
culture and civil rights. Meanwhile, the rise of post-materialism, post- 
structuralism and post-modernism brought a crisis upon Marxism, 
as historical materialism was gradually relegated in terms of attention 
and perceived explanatory power. 

The Long '68 additionally spurned many organisational elements 
that were foreign and dissented against or diversified from the tra- 
ditional CPs and SDPs, including unprecedented performances of 
cultural critique, squatting and centring resistance upon and through 
the university; uncivil or ‘unethical’ agitation alienating the con- 
servative working classes; the opening of the CP organisation; and 
reconfigurations of working class form. The first seeds of a more 
democratic, pluralist, descriptively representative and decentralised 
(as well as declassed) party form were planted in the 1960s and 1970s 
across the whole of Europe. Processes of wide aggregation unrav- 
elled, but without a referent point which was sacrosanct and universal 
across the mobilised. Party systems began changing because social 
cleavages realigned, the New Left (and subsequently the Greens and 
the liberal predominance therein) being the first signs. 

The GJM period was an era for the Radical Left in so far as it 
brought unprecedented developments: a transnationalised Left suc- 
ceeding the international communist movement as the force against 
American and Western neo-imperialism, through a growing front 
of EU-wide groups of movements, unions and parties. It began its 
unfolding through opposition to the Maastricht Treaty. Post-2008 
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radical left movements, from the internet to the squares, from labour 
to radical ecology, political consumerism and urban movements are 
the same actors which mixed in the GJM. These are versions of the 
past in a different organisational format and in their experiential 
dimension - be it Occupy or precarious workers’ unions, solidarity 
mini-economies, organising on roundabouts, or pro-immigration 
mobilisation. They reflected emerging generational developments, 
and the processes they led to, such as radicalised youths, striking 
public sector employees, precarious organising or striking school 
children are the product of multiple capitalist pathologies. 
Beginning with the Long '68, and highlighting certain aspects of 
change during each following wave, must not diminish the world- 
scale transformation of politics that came about with the events of 
1989-91, throwing the communist movements into disarray and 
dislodging their fixed meanings and their already diminishing appa- 
ratuses. Yet multiple processes of evolution had begun earlier, and 
were thus catalysed or sealed, not caused, by the fall of the USSR and 
subsequent developments. Out of the 1970s emerged a Left in crisis, 
social democracy shifting towards the centre and neoliberalism, and 
communism losing ground and in part becoming social-democ- 
ratised. In other words, the fall of the USSR did not really disrupt 
the linearity of deradicalisation and retreat, the Radical Left taking 
a defensive position and eventually wavering between strong and 
soft reformism, a rebuilt social democracy of the 1960s and 19705, 
which had been abandoned by its original original claimants, the 
SDPs. For the western European Radical Left at least, 1989-91 was 
also a part of a linearity in generalised trends towards co-optation, 
the broader context of the modernity shift from passions to interests, 
and the Keynesian bust and ensuing social, political and economic 
doctrines inspired by the free market and the globalised movement 
of capital. What the end of the Cold War did do, which is something 
that explains both the nature and the initial attitude towards parties 
of the GJM, was to seal the end of the communist identity. It ensured 
that subsequent forces of left radicalism had no pre-planned future 
scenario to fight for and necessitated a process of adaptation and 
rebuilding, a re-networking on incredibly fragmented foundations. 
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Above we described the Long '68 as a milestone for the Radical 
Left, expanding its penetration into social structures through engage- 
ment with cultural and post-materialist critique, performance and 
subversion. The GJM was a similar milestone in confronting the 
legal system - the overall institutional aspect of globalised capi- 
talism - at its transnational nucleus. It reconfirmed an underlying 
imperialism that is more complex and plural, with features of a 
transnational capitalist class that interlocks political power but nev- 
ertheless is articulated on imperialistic strategy. What, then, can be 
dissected as new in the 2010s? To begin, a number of elements that 
have been heralded as new are not entirely novel or particular. If the 
above processes signal an evolving Radical Left in western Europe, 
which changed again and again, sometimes to something very dif- 
ferent than what it was, sometimes switching back to a previous self, 
many aspects of RLP functions recur. In other words, they resemble 
diachronic processes that need to be connected not (only) to histor- 
ical events but primarily to the realities that do not change as these 
events unfold. We have seen municipalism and local-level action, cit- 
izenship as a way of claiming rights, nationalism and populism as 
frames of sovereignty, the relevance of regionalism and self-determi- 
nation for the Left in the light of the centre-periphery cleavage, being 
triggered again and again in certain places and at a European level. 
Moreover, during all three periods of ‘newness’ there are recorded 
tensions as well as aggregations, with initial protesting as the conten- 
tion wave begins being suspicious of parties and unions, but as time 
passes there begin to develop intersections, networks, the impacts 
of office or office seeking and a subsequent reorientation by parties 
towards movements and by movements towards parties. 

Linkage is intermediated by another continuity: the Radical Left's 
statism and electoralism, its office seeking and general striving to 
enter government, and its tendencies before, inside and after it. Dem- 
ocratic participation was won through radical struggles and arose 
out of much worse circumstances. Yet liberal democracy creates 
dilemmas and a very complex electoral game, which at root is the 
gradualist nature of change through political conflict in capitalism. 
On the other hand, if state power is necessary for root-and-branch 
change, as Carl Boggs argued, ‘the opposite is equally true: an egali- 
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tarian, self-managed society cannot be built strictly upon the terrain 
of state power?" Repeatedly, radical movements and the tensions 
of linkage between parties and movements raise this issue, and a 
growing rejection of capitalist liberal democracy reflects it by defini- 
tion, save for the fact that we have not reached a coherent and uniting 
theory on how to remake the national state. The bigger question - 
why should Keynesianism and statism not come to an end this time? 
- cannot be answered with confidence. Utopias, utopian thinking and 
utopian theory have never been incorporated into left-wing electoral 
politics. Like for all parties, RLPs show that electoralism, necessary as 
it is, can erode social roots, cause reactive dissent and induce demo- 
bilisation. And in the conflict between horizontal and vertical forms 
of politics, the institutional and extra-institutional or anti-constitu- 
tional recurs again and again, each time as the next manifestation 
of the original anarchist-social democratic dichotomy of the early 
socialist movement; and it unfolds within movement milieus, within 
party milieus and between them. 

All these are diachronic encounters, all contested from within the 
political family, all rooted in the systemic setting and not merely in 
political circumstances. Capitalism, neoliberalism and processes that 
unfold therein propel grievances to come forward, but also bring 
about co-optation as if by design. In certain respects, then, and in 
spite of economic crisis, there has been more continuity than change 
in the sense of previous trends being carried forward. RLPs enter 
government and find themselves in a hostile environment, in coali- 
tion relations with more moderate actors, facing electoral dynamics 
between co-optation and policy seeking, and drifting between the 
movement and the government, although in a particularised form. 
They succeed in elections then recede or drop or change organisa- 
tionally after incumbency towards a cartel-like or less socially rooted 
form. They never monopolise the working and popular classes. Their 
potential for success is highly dependent on the format and mechan- 
ics of the party system. Relations between movements and parties 
have been reinvigorated during all periods of ‘newness, though they 
are still strained by the same contradictions as before. And there has 
not been a spike across the board in the absorption of the working 
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and popular classes or realignment within the left spaces of party 
systems back towards anti-capitalism and revolutionary spirits. 

Various fragmented critics of the Soviet Union since the 1950s 
- Maoists, Trotskyists, anarchists, social democrats, radical libertar- 
ians, pacifists and ecologists — evolved into a more unified space of 
democratic socialist radicals at the intersection of movement- party 
mindsets and organisations. Today’s most powerful RLPs cannot be 
significantly differentiated from the Eurocommunist political mould, 
British democratic socialism of the 1970s or Swedish social democ- 
racy in its glory days. In the long term, Eurocommunism continues as 
a policy package, a discourse oriented towards preaching and practis- 
ing democracy, a third way that was a second way to begin with and an 
internationalism that defies existing geopolitical powers. Moreover, 
the crisis has changed little on average in terms of left-wing electoral 
fortunes. Within and across the three analytical dimensions of col- 
lective action, we can evince significant evolution as well as recurrent 
patterning on the Radical Left in western Europe across different 
historical phases. But at the time of writing, the Radical Left is in a 
situation of marginality. Across most European countries, it is not 
in government (except in Spain, where it is losing electoral ground, 
Sweden and Finland), while its narrative on the pandemic has neither 
influenced policy nor seems to be gathering mass momentum for a 
comeback. If the immediate post-2008 period witnessed a refuelled 
radicalism by 2020, this wave of left-wing militancy and political 
hope has conceded much of the ground it initially occupied, both at 
the ballot box and in the streets. 

Mechanisms of cross-country continuity and change are of a 
double geographical nature. Some events and processes are particu- 
lar to Europe, but most are global. Events on other continents (North 
and South America, Asia and Africa) inspire, fuel or catalyse action 
within western Europe in solidarity, but also by way of emulation and 
adaptation to the national and European context. The Radical Left 
is embedded within a broader anti-systemic globality and it cannot 
be comprehended if separated from this. Its particular forms in time 
- violent guerrillas in the 1960s, movement-driven left-wing govern- 
ments in the 2010s, Third Worldism, nationalism and regionalism, 
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municipalism and so many other things - are grounded in transcon- 
tinental mobilisation and resistance. 

Particularly because left radicalism's evolution between the 1960s 
and today has been a multi-factorial progression, intra-regional 
patterning and sequencing is still explained by the local manifes- 
tations of, or exceptions to, general trends. So we need to spell out 
the general points of variability, because this is something to look 
for in assessing the prospects of a cohesive western European coun- 
ter-hegemony led by the organised Radical Left. While the broad 
processes outlined in Table 8.1 have been more or less pervasive 
across all western European countries, national specificities refract 
rather than import European and global tendencies. There is always 
a plural presence on the Radical Left, but in some places some of 
its aspects are more popular and disseminated within the space as 
a whole. Consequently, what each national Radical Left in western 
Europe looks like is a matter of which ideological lineage, rhetorical 
performance and organisational practice has consolidated itself over 
others. To enumerate the chief points of differentiation within the 
political family: 


e The main receptors ofthe vibrations from the Long '68, the GJM 
years and post-2008, have been the central and northern coun- 
tries in western Europe, with the biggest - UK, France, Germany, 
Italy and Spain - experiencing the most pronounced cases of 
mobilisation and resistance during each period of 'newness. 

e Austria, Belgium, the Netherlands, the Scandinavian countries 
(including Iceland) and Switzerland have also hosted labourist 
and 'new politics movements and parties, both over time and 
during the three periods in question. 

* Cyprus and Malta have had a very different historical trajectory. 
In Malta, the two-party system, and consensus and clientelistic 
politics, have sustained very limited protest potential. In Cyprus 
the cleavage around the conflict between the Greek Cypriot- 
dominated Republic of Cyprus and the Turkish Cypriot 
northern parts of the island have consumed most of the oxygen; 
and radical NSMs appeared only in the 2010s, about 50 years 
later than the rest of western Europe. 
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The environmental movements originated from central and 
northern Europe and so did the Red-Green and pirate parties. 
There is, therefore, a need to consider how the distinct politi- 
cal culture of the North has both meant different temporalities 
in such things as more horizontality and democracy, and con- 
stituted the starting geographical space for ideological and 
organisational phenomena, today forcefully espoused across 
the continent. 

Across all countries, the theme of radical mobilisation and 
resistance reflects the domestic arena. Nuclear movements have 
flourished in countries with nuclear programmes; environmen- 
tal activism was sidelined where there was ethnic or religious 
conflict, where conditions instead invited a fierce anti-imperi- 
alism (as in Cyprus or Ireland); the politicisation of austerity 
(and anti-austerity) is the strongest where neoliberal policies 
are most intensified. 

Certain parties internationalist solidarity is diluted or chal- 
lenged by an ethnocentric stance on immigration, reflecting 
electoral pressures from the mass party model and historical 
legacies about the national working class. 

Left nationalism is an organic manifestation of the Radical Left 
in certain regions within states, but in other countries national 
identity is connected to dark forces and is perceived to refute 
internationalism. 

Left populism is always associated with RLPs and social move- 
ments and is typically present on the Radical Left today, but in 
certain countries RLPs utilise it as theory and strategy, while in 
others the party system is frozen or stable. Even as a strategy of 
capitalising on crisis, this is unlikely to produce results. 
Certain movements (e.g. violent groups and protest) do not 
appear in some places, such as Austria, Norway or Cyprus, while 
they diachronically flourish in others, such as Greece. They are 
conditioned by political cultural traditions such as consensus or 
majoritarian politics, bipolarity and the resulting institutionali- 
sation or ostracisation of violence and civil disobedience. 

In Greece, anti-systemic discourse on the Left and ‘institu- 
tionalised’ civil disobedience and violence, such as university 
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occupations, is much more widespread than elsewhere due to 
the presence ofa large extra-parliamentary space and the legacy 
of student repression by the junta state of the 1970s. 
Communism in the party system has not remained strong 
anywhere except for Greece and Portugal; labourism has been 
the only platform on the Left in the British party system; Trot- 
skyism has a comparatively strong presence in France; left 
populism as theory is adopted by some but not other demo- 
cratic socialist parties. 

The parties with a long-standing organisational legacy and 
with relatively large membership organisations, such as the 
former clandestine CPs in Greece and Portugal, or the SP in 
the Netherlands, are also the only cases of electorally relevant 
Marxist- Leninism. 

Electoral endurance is thus associated with organisational 
density, but electoral success is chiefly a party system phenom- 
enon and needs to be evaluated mostly in a relational sense, 
against the histories, organisational capacities and relations to 
the state of the Radical Left's competitors. 

In spite of systematic patterns, the organisational conjoin- 
ing of the Left - the linkages between movements, unions and 
parties - are also partly determined by an organic history or its 
absence, ideological views and the incentives and constraints 
groups have to coalesce or divide, including being in opposition 
or government. 

Because of country legacies, the institutionalisation of the 
Radical Left across party systems also varies with regard to the 
line of separation between an anti-capitalist (revolutionary) and 
a reformist, democratic socialist-like left. 


WHAT GOES FORWARD? 


For both movements and parties, different radical left currents 
develop at different stages, and while they ebb and flow and some- 
times seem to have disappeared, they nevertheless reappear later 
as reverberations of their earlier selves, combining with each other 
to produce subsequent radical left movements, unions and parties: 
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a melange of currents and organisations. Responding to specific 
puzzles, opportunities and constraints may not be sufficient for a fun- 
damental reconfiguration in the morphology of a political family's 
ideational core, but it necessarily shapes the lexicon, mobilisation and 
impact of social and political actors. The differences evident from 
this macro-historical view signal the presence of innovation and evo- 
lution on the Radical Left, although this is less so in terms of core 
practices, ideas and axioms, and more because of the way in which 
the struggle unfolds in space and historical time: through project- 
ing certain ideas over and in relation to others; by framing collective 
identities differently (recognising or not social forces); and via utilis- 
ing and embodying pre-existing or emerging material and symbolic 
resources. 

The three waves of mobilisation and resistance on the European 
Radical Left constitute syncopated expansions of this political family's 
cycle, gradually enlarging its ideational, organisational and discursive 
scope beyond the main pillars of traditional communism and social 
democracy. This is the case even without changing its position and 
range on the political spectrum or its fundamental functions in the 
societal arena. Simultaneously, however, the European Radical Left is 
reconstructing its experienced meanings in a process of reflexive self- 
evaluation, inheriting and processing ideas, practices and discourses 
from its own historical trajectory rather than innovating out of thin 
air or borrowing from competing political camps. Still, it is antago- 
nistic to liberalism but also prone to acknowledging, incorporating 
or succumbing to some of its analytical tools and policies, subse- 
quently modifying radical left strategy and igniting debates about 
when socialism stops being ‘new’ and ends up being replaced by an 
entirely different thought system. What changes importantly regards 
and reflects the status of the European Radical Left's constituent tra- 
ditions and their corresponding ideas, rhetoric and organisation. 

In all periods of ‘newness, the bequest of previous struggles is both 
a legacy to be drawn upon or emulated and a political toolkit that is 
insufficient for the new era, and thus a limit to be overcome - a form 
of mobilisation and resistance to be reinvigorated and appropriately 
designed based on ongoing exigencies. Hence, any ‘newness’ on the 
European Radical Left has not happened as a crushing break with 
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the past. This is more a situation of macro-historical cross-fertilisa- 
tion between different traditions within left radicalism - a reshuffle 
of principles, values and actions across time so that some features of 
the political family become more accentuated than others as currents 
within the historical movement. These currents, or strains, of radical 
thought cross-cut parties and movements and are (at least somewhat) 
variable across countries. 

Because demobilisation and co-optation, and thus the annulment 
of resistance, have happened so vividly, suddenly and pervasively 
during the three occasions of ‘newness’ considered, the limits of party 
and institutional politics clearly stand out, especially in the realities of 
cartelised, state-encroached parties and generalised electoral absten- 
tion. This is not to question the argument of perceiving them as 
structurally necessary to incite radicalism and propagate change. This 
popular normative approach notwithstanding, within the context of 
multiple, self-reproducing and intersecting constraints, what stands 
out in hindsight for all three periods of ‘newness’ is, above all, a his- 
torical update in political argumentation - a shift from intellectual 
retreat to intellectual advance and back again; a further solidifica- 
tion of small-scale resistance and autonomous self-organisation; and 
an expansive renewal of the radical democratic imaginary through 
acute intellectual ferment and activism - rather than an exception- 
ally successful regional contestation of political power, or the lasting 
and effective control of the state. 

This, in turn, prompts us to highlight that for future purposes, 
the concern of those supporting or studying the Radical Left should 
not be merely RLPs and their relation to liberalism and capital- 
ism. Rather, having linkage politics in mind, at stake is how RLPs, 
radical movements and other actors mobilise in parallel, both within 
and outside the state, in a way that is capable (or not) of tilting the 
political power balance. Paraphrasing Marx, our interest must lie in 
whether and how the Radical Left can turn from a political family in 
itself to one for itself. 
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Historical Context and the 


Three ‘New Lefts’ 


Late 1960s/1970s 


Late 1990s/2000s 


Late 2000s-2020 


Major 
processes/ 
events 


Major 
processes/ 
events 
between 
periods 


Cold War (USSR’s 
leading role vs. USA's 
leading role) 

Crisis and critique of 
USSR continuing from 
the 1950s after Stalin's 
death/Soviet invasion of 
Czechoslovakia 
Post-colonialism/Third 
Worldism: Vietnam 
War (and many other 
revolutions, wars and 
conflicts) 

Chinese radicalism: 
global socialism split 
(Sino-Soviet split) 
Gradual delegitimisation 
of Third World 
liberation movements 
Profitability crisis (oil 
crises; end of post-war 
consensus) 
Post-materialism, 
cultural and value 
change 


End of Cold War/‘End of history’ 


Neoliberal globalisation 


Intensification and enlargement of the 


EU 


Transformation of social democracy 


(beginning) 


Significant party system change (new 


Unipolar global landscape 
Yugoslavian wars and 
NATOS offensive/NATO’s 
expansion into eastern 
Europe 

Invasion of Iraq and 
beginning of ‘War on 
Terror 

Latin American and Asian 
economic crises (IMF and 
World Bank as creditors 
and structural reform 
programmes) 

A series of global crises 
starting in the USA: 
dot.com bubble, Enron 
scandal 

9/11 - terrorist attacks on 
WTC' Twin Towers in 
2001 and subsequent War 
on Terror 
Neoliberalisation of 

the EU starting with 
Maastricht (1992) 

Rising Euroscepticism 
(from ‘permissive 
consensus to ‘constraining 
dissensus’) 

Pink tide in Latin America 
(resurgence of the Left) 


A renewed rift between 
Russia and the West 

Civil wars in Syria and 
Libya 

Immigration crisis and 
‘cultural backlash’ 
Populism and anti- 
populism (Donald Trump 
in the White House) 
Economic crisis, extreme 
inequalities (bailout 
agreements in the 
European periphery) 
Terrorist attacks in 
Europe 

Far-right surge and 
increasing neoliberal 
authoritarianism 

Brexit and rise 

of regionalism - 
referendums for secession 
in Scotland and Catalonia 
Climate change takes 
centre stage 

Climbing disruption, 
violence and protest 
Covid-19 pandemic: 
social distancing, 
lockdowns (2020) 


Rapid expansion of information and 


mobile technologies (beginning of social 


media age) and later ‘fake news’ 


Significant party system change (new 


parties) 


party families, voter realignments, digital 


Transformation of social democracy 


party families, voter realignments, catch- Dealignment, absention, anti-politics 
Global financial crisis (2007-8) 
spreading from the USA 


all and cartel parties) 
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Electoral Slogans of RLPs in Seven 
Countries (1960s—2010s) 


PCF (French Communist Party)* 


1962 To the future 
[Vers l'avenir] 


1968 From the first round - Vote Communist - To guarantee the benefits 
gained by the united struggle of workers 
[Des le premier tour — Votez Communiste — Pour garantir les avantages 
acquis par la lutte unie des travailleurs] 
1973 Changing Course - Program for a Democratic Government of 
Popular Union 
[Changer de Cap - Programme pour un Gouvernement Démocratique 
d'Union Populaire] 
1978 Updated Common Government Program 
[Programme Commun de Gouvernement Actualisé] 
1981 PCF slogan in legislative elections: 
French Produce 
[Produisons francais!] 
Mitterand' slogans in presidential elections: 
Change Life 
[Changer la vie] 
All of France's forces 
[Des toutes les forces de la France] 
Unified France 
[La France unie] 


1986 Getting out is possible. With the communist vote 
[Sen sortir, cest possible. Avec le vote communiste] 
1993 Six proposals for France 
[Six propositions pour la France] 


1995 Presidential elections: 
With Jospin, it's clear 
[Avec Jospin Jospin cest clair] 
The President of true change 
[Le président du vrai changement] 
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2002 


2007 


2012 


2017 
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Program of the French Communist Party for the 2002 legislative 
elections. 10 Priority Objectives of the Communists for the next 
five years 

[Programme du Parti Communist Francais pour les elections législatives 
de 2002. 10 objectifs prioritaires des communistes pour les cinq ans à 
venir] 


Another politics on the left 
[Une autre politique a gauche] 


Left Front Coalition: 

The programme of the Left Front and its joint candidate Jean-Luc 
Mélenchon - Human First 

[Le programme du Front de gauche et de son candidat commun Jean- 
Luc Mélenchon - Lhumain dabord] 

The place of people 

[Place au people] 

Take the power 

[Prenez le pouvoir] 


Left Front Coalition: 

Legislative elections - 11 & 18 June - The people in the National 
Assembly - The left standing for the human first! 

[Élections législatives - 11 & 18 juin- Le peuple à l'Assemblée nationale 
- La gauche debout pour l'humain dabord!] 

Presidential elections: 

The future in common 

[Lavenir en commun] 

Ivote, they clear out 

[Je vote, ils dégagent] 

The force of the people 

[La force du people] 


PCI (Italian Communist Party)/ Rifondazione Comunista 


1963 


1968 


1972 


1979 


Beat the DC. Strengthen the PCI. The electoral programme of the 
PCI 
[Batterre la DC. Rafforzare il PCI. Il Programma elettorale del PCI] 


Time to change, you can change: PCI’s programatic appeal 
[E ora di cambiare, si puó cambiare: appello programma del PCI] 


The communists’ programme: for a government of democratic 
change 

[Il programma dei comunisti: per un governo di svolta democratica] 
The communist programme for the eighth legislature - defence and 
reform of the democratic state 

[Il programma dei comunisti per P VIII legislatura - difesa e riforma 
dello stato democratico] 
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1983 The alternative proposal for the Change 
[La proposta alternativa per il Cambiamento] 

1987 The PCI for the tenth legislature. The fundamental programmatic 
commitments 
[Il PCI per la decima legislatura. Gli impegni programmatici 
fondamentali] 

1992 Electoral programme. From the opposition to the alternative 
[Programma elettorale. Dalloppositzione per lalternativa] 

1996 Start again from the left for the alternative 
[Ricominciare da sinistra per l'alternativa] 

2001 Joint programme of Ulivo (Olive Tree): 


Let's renew Italy together 
[Rinnoviamo l'Italia, insieme] 

2008 Sinistra LArcobaleno: 
Election programme for the 13 and 14 April 2008 elections of the 
Left the Rainbow: Make a Choice of Departure 
[Programma elettorale elezioni 13 e 14 Aprile 2008 de la Sinistra 
l'Arcobaleno: Fai Una Scelta Di Parte] 


2013 Rivoluzione Civile: 
Coalition ‘Rivoluzione Civile’: Pm In 
[Io Ci Sto] 

2018 It's time to make a stand 


[Abbiamo aspettato troppo... Ora ci candidiamo noi!] 


PCP (Portuguese Communist Party) 


1975 The PCP and the political moment 
[O PCP e o momento politico] 
1979 Joint programme of Alianca do Povo Unido (United People's 


Alliance): ‘A programme for Portugal in April 
[Joint programme of APU Alianca do Povo Unido (United Peoples 
Alliance): ‘Um programa para Portugal de Abril] 


1980 Joint programme of APU Alianca do Povo Unido (United People's 
Alliance): With the PCP with the APU - Democratic majority, 
defeat of AD 


[Joint programme of APU Alianca do Povo Unido (United Peoples 
Alliance): Com o PCP com a APU - Maioria democrática, derrota da 
AD] 

1987 Joint programme of United Democratic Coalition: For a 
Democratic Majority and a Democratic Government 
[Para uma maioria democrática e um governo democrático] 
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PCP electoral programme: Project for the future for a better 
Portugal: Elections for the Assembly of the Republic 
[Programa eleitoral do PCP: Projecto de futuro para um Portugal 
melhor: Eleições para a Assembleia da Republica] 


PCP electoral programme - A Left-Wing Politics for Portugal 
[Programa eleitoral do PCP - uma politica de esquerda para Portugal] 


For a left-wing policy - Change for the Better - PCP's electoral 
programme 

[Por uma politica de esquerda - mudar para melhor - programa 
eleitoral do PCP] 


A breaking, patriotic and left programme - A commitment to 
workers, people and the country - Yes, a better life is possible. 
[Programa de Ruptura, Patriotico e de Esquerda - Um Compromisso 
Com os Trabalhadores, o Povo e o Pais - é possível, uma vida melhor] 


PCP's Electoral Commitment: For a patriotic and left-wing policy 
[Compromisso Eleitoral do PCP: Por uma política patriótica e de 
esquerda] 


PCP Electoral Programme - Patriotic and left politics - Solutions 
for a Portugal with a future 

[Programma Electoral do PCP - Politica Patriótica e de Esquerda - 
Soluções para um Portugal com futuro] 


SP (Socialist Party - Netherlands) 


1994 


1998 


2002 


2006 


2010 


2017 


Vote Against Vote SP 

[Stem Tegen Stem SP] 

Resistance! Election Program of the SP 1998-2002 
[TEGENGAS! Verkiezingsprogramma van de Socialistische Partij 
1998-2002] 

First Road to the Left: Vote for social reconstruction 
[Eerste Weg Links: StemVoor Sociale Wederopbouw] 

A Better Netherlands for the Same Money 

[Een beter Nederland, voor hetzelfde geld] 

A Better Netherlands for Less Money 

[Een Beter Nederland Voor Minder Geld] 

Choose a major clean up 

[Kies voor de grote schoonmaak] 

Take the Power 

[Pak de Macht] 


V-C/V/VKP (Left Party-Communists/Left Party/Communist Party of Sweden) 


1960 


For workers' victory on the election! 
[Fram fór arbetarseger i valet!] 
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1968 Main lines for left-wing politics 
[Huvudlinjer for vansterpolitik] 
With VKP for left victory 
[Med VKP for vansterseger!] 
1976 Labour Policy and socialism for a better future 
[Arbertarpolitik och socialism for en bättre framtid] 
1979 Programme for the 1980s: Radical workers’ policy - The road to 
socialism 
[ProgramFor 80-Talet: Radikal arbetarpolitik Vägen till socialism] 
1982 Your Vote for VKP is a vote for a socialist policy 
[Din röst for VKP är en röst for en socialistisk politik] 
1985 Politics for socialism in Swedish 
[Politik for socialism pà svenska] 
1988 For Sweden 1988 
[Till sverige 1988] 
1991 Valet 1991: Arbete - Rattvisa - Demokrati - Grón Miljo 
[Elections 1991: Justice-Democracy- Green Environment] 
1998 Time for justice! 
[Dags for ráttvisa!] 
2002 Mission Justice 
[Uppdragg rättvisa] 
2006 Work - Democracy - Justice 
[Arbete Demokrati Rattvisa] 
2010 Shared Security - Individual freedom - A sustainable world 


[Gemensam trygghet — individens frihet - en hållbar värld] 


2018 A Sweden for everyone - Not just for the richest 
[Ett Sverige for alla — inte bara for de rikaste] 


PCE/IU/Unidos Podemos (Spanish Communist Party/United Left/United We Can) 


1977 PCE: 
A communist vote is a vote for democracy. 
[El voto comunista es un voto por la democracia] 


1979 The useful vote is the communist vote. Electoral programme 
general elections 1979 
[El voto ütil es el voto comunista. Programa electoral elecciones 
generales 1979] 


1982 Electoral programme of the Communist Party of Spain: approved 
by the Central Committee of the PCE at its meeting on 15 and 16 
September 1982 
[Programa electoral del Partido Comunista de España: aprobado por el 
Comité Central del PCE en su reunión de los días 15 y 16 de septiembre 
de 1982] 
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IU: 

Elecciones Generales 1989 - We are the alternative 
[Elecciones Generales 1989 - Somos la alternativa] 

Yes, Izquierda Unida is the necessary alternative 

Si, Izquierda Unida La Alternativa Necessaria 

Decide 

[Decide] 

We are necessary - 2000 General Elections programme 
[Somos Necesarias - Elecciones Generales programa 2000] 
More Left - Electoral Program - General Elections 
[Más izquierda - Programa Electoral - Elecciones Generales] 
As United Left-The Greens: Plural Left: 

Rebel! 

[Rebelate!] 

As Unidas Podemos: 

The smile of a country 

[La sonrisa de un pais] 

As Unidas Podemos: 


(November) Main slogan - A government with you [Un gobierno contigo] 


Manifesto title - Program for a new country [Programa para un 
nuevo pais] 

IU manifesto: 

Program for a country that fights - Programme for a country with 
a future 

[Programma para un pais que lucha - Programma para un pais con 
futuro] 


KKE (Communist Party of Greece) 


1981 


1989 


1993 


1996 


2000 


For the Right to go away - For the change 

[Ta va púyei y dete - Ta tyv adrayy] 

Democratic cooperation, no more '63 

[Anuoxpatixy ovvepyacia, óyi &AAo '63] 

Synaspismos - Coalition: 

Nothing, nothing stops us, now ahead with the Left 

[Tinota, tinota dev uac orauaTá, ropa unpoorá ue tyv Apiorepá] 
A Left Answer 

[Api repr, An&vrnon] 

People, counter-attack, with a strong KKE 

[AvreníOeon Aaé, Ioyvpó KKE] 

KKE Strong Popular Front. The people has the power - [the people] 
can change the course 

[KKE Ioyvpó Mérwno Aaikó: O hos éyei tH Óbvoqum - unopeí va 
adási tyv mopeia] 
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2009 Powerful people with a strong KKE to undo their anti-popular 
plans 
[Avvaróc Àaóc ue toyupd KKE yix va rovc yaÀA&covue ra avriAaiká 
oxéd1a 2009] 

2012 (May) Vote KKE - A new storm is coming - Strong KKE for the victory of 
the people - Don't scatter your vote right and left 
[Yngwie KKE - Epyerou véa 00eAÀa - Ioyvupó KKE yia va vicýosı o 
Aaóc - My ekopníteic tyv yoo oov óe&i& Kou epiorepá] 

2019 Your power on the next day 
[H dbvey oov tyv enóuevr uépa] 


* For France, which has a semi-presidential system, some presidential nominations 
supported by the PCF are included. 


Sources: Manifesto Project.wzb.eu, Archive.org, scribd.com, archivoelectoral.org, 
polidoc.net (author translations, except where official). 


Note: Coalition platforms or parties, and evolving party names, are noted in the 
table. Missing years could not be retrieved. Some parties ran for election for the 
first time in the 1970s (KKE, PCE, PCP). 
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